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Gates Of Tomorrow 


Stephen jerked awake with a muffled whimper, only to be met with grumbles from his fellow passenger in the 
cramped cabin of the steamship. He'd had another nightmare, and apparently this time, he woke up the other 
man. His cheeks burned scarlet in shame, from disturbing his cabin mate with his nightmare, as well as from 


the horrible memories. 


Unable to get back to sleep, he slid out of his bunk and dressed. They were supposed to reach New York this 
morning, so he made sure that his money belt was secure around his waist under his shirt and that what 
clothes and other personal items he still owned were safely packed in one of the two carpetbags his father 
had permitted him to take with him before carrying them up on deck. He moved astern, watching the sun 


slowly rise over the Atlantic, and let himself remember. 


"You will marry Lorraine Bemis, and thats final!" his father thundered at him, slamming a fist onto his desk for 
good measure. "She has no brother, so eventually her family's holdings will fall to her. We've been buying iron 
wheels and rails from her family for our coal mines for years, and they've been buying our coal for their forges 
Weill get it at a better price once youre married to her - and we'll own the Bemis ironworks once her father 


passes. You have no choice in this, Stephen!" 


‘But... L." hed started fo say. 
"I said, you have no choice, Stephen," his father said flatly. 


He fled his father’s office, walking aimlessly around the London streets until well after dark. He truly didn’t know 
what to do. He was not a man for marriage - he knew that beyond the shadow of a doubt. h his boarding school, 
he'd experimented with some of the other boys in his dorm at night, although none of them ever admitted to what 
they'd done with each other, of course. 


He'd once visited a brothel in his university days and had been completely unaroused by the sight of the semi-clad 
and naked women there. The whore's efforts at stimulating him proved ineffectual as well - indeed, her touch, her 
scent, served to disgust him more than anything else. After half an hour, he'd simply dressed and left, seeking a 
pub where he wouldn't be recognised Ihstead, he'd found a molly house; his nearly instant physical reaction fo seeing 
the bare-chested fancy boys in their skintight breeches merely confirmed in his mind that he truly was attracted 


to men and not women. 


Affer that, hed visited the molly house regularly - not frequently, since he always had to worry about being seen 
there, but regularly. Now, after his father’s ultimatum, he found himself making his way there fo try to calm 
himself and think about what he should do. Time with one of the fancy boys helped him to calm his thoughts, 
although he still didn’t know what to do. He'd barely pulled his trousers back on when the door crashed in and a pair 


of constables barreled into the room. 


He'd been knocked about and arrested along with everyone else in the place, only for his furious father to show up 
and pay the rather hefty fine to collect him from the jail the next morning. Once back in the family home, his 
father spun around and punched him hard enough to knock him into the wall. Stunned by the blow, hed fallen to 
the floor. 


Hs father stood over him. "You've betrayed your family with your disgusting prociivities," he snapped "The raid and 
your arrest were in the papers. Geoffrey Bemis has already withdrawn Lorraine from the betrothal, but Im going 
fo have to pay him a penalty for it, as she could have been engaged to someone else six months ago. Furthermore, 
he's refused the sale of any more rails or wheels fo our mines, which means HI be scrambling fo find a 
replacement supplier before we run out of our stockpile of spares. He's also refused to purchase any more coal 


from us. We'll be lucky if we break even this year, all because of you, you disgusting creature!" 
"L. but.. Father, |." he tried fo say. 


‘Shut. Up," his father sneered "You are not my son Fortunately, Michael is still a child, so with some care, Hi be 
able fo restore the family's reputation before | need fo seek a bride for him. As for you, you'll find two carpetbags 
in your room. You have one hour to pack whatever clothing and personal items you wish, but whatever you take, it 
must all fit in those two bags. Affer that, get out. | dont give a damn where you go or what you do. You are no 
longer a member of this family. And furthermore..." 


The tirade carried on for at least another half hour. At the end of it all, it was he who was left to pick up the 


pieces. He was left to somehow build a new life for himself, somewhere far away. 


He'd glared angrily at his father for a moment, then slowly got to his feet, leaning against the wall for support, and 
made his way to his room. As his father had said, two carpetbags lay on his bed With a sigh, he plodded to his 
wardrobe and started packing. Thankfully, the one thing his father couldnt do was kick him out penniless; as he'd 
reached his majority a month prior, he'd received control of the inheritance his uncle had left him four years ago. 
Hs bank might not want to do business with him after his arrest last night, but they could not legally prevent him 


from withdrawing his money and closing his accounts. 


And he did just that, purchasing passage to the United States and stowing the rest of his money in the secure 
money belt that he never removed throughout the duration of the voyage. Now he stood at the rail of the 
Great Western, looking out over the Atlantic Ocean behind him, and then turned to look at the approaching 
coastline. He knew he didn't want to stay in New York or any of the cities, and he'd had some vague thoughts 
of traveling out to the more sparsely populated western parts of the country and starting some sort of 
business out there. He didn't know what sort of business he wanted, he just knew that he couldn't see himself 


as a farmer. 


After he disembarked, Stephen bought a newspaper first thing, headlines screaming that gold had been found in 
California just strengthened his resolve to go there. And a steamship company's office at the docks, with a 
large placard advertising passage to California via the Isthmus of Panama - a steamship voyage to Panama, 
followed by a trek of several days across the isthmus, where another ship would sail them to San Francisco. 
Supposedly the entire trip would take less than six weeks, as opposed to overland travel by wagon train from 


Independence, Missouri, which could take six months or more. 


Stephen tucked the newspaper under his arm and stepped into the steamship office to purchase his ticket. 


Dave Murray sighed as he nailed up yet another No Trespassing sign along the border of his property in the 
American River valley. His family had come to California five years earlier, members of one of the early wagon 
trains to cross the continent. They'd come to America from England a year before that; his father's dream 
from as far back as he could remember, as he wanted to own property and give his children a better life than 


they'd had. 


The journey west had been long and dangerous. Hs mother ded when an illness the quide called la gripe swept 
through the wagon train, but he, his father, and his sister survived and claimed a parcel of land east of Sutter's 
Fort and the settlement around if, when the region was still part of Mexico, growing olives, peaches, and oranges 
for market, in addition fo a smaller vegetable garden for their own use. They also raised chickens for the eggs and 
meat, and kept a couple of cows for milk, along with their horses. Then just last year, the Mexican-American War 
had ended with California being ceded to the United States and the city that had grown up around the fort became 
known as Sacramento. Not long afterwards, his sister married an officer in the American army, just in tme for his 
unit to be sent to the Presidio in San Francisco. 


Unfortunately, an employee of John Sutter, whod started building a sawmill to the west of the Murray property, 
found gold in the American River - and the man Sutter sent fo secure mineral rights to his property talked Dave 
knew this for a fact, as his own father had made the trp with the Sutter employee to secure mineral rights to 
the family’s property as well They didn’t know how much, if any, gold might be found there outside of what could 
be panned from the river, but Dave and his father both agreed that it would be safer fo secure mineral rights 
than fo lose their orchards and their home to some rich businessman who knew nothing of the hardships they'd 
endured fo gain and develop the property. 


h the last year, it seemed as though half the worlds population decided to come to California to get rich And with 
the Murray property being on the river in which the initial gold strike had been made, the land had been ravaged 
by fortune-hunters seeking food, gold, or anything else they could steal and sell for more supplies to continue their 
quest for riches. Six months ago, his father had been shot and killed by a pair of starving prospectors trying fo 
break into the house. He'd killed them in return 


h the six months since then, he'd managed to keep the kitchen garden, the chickens, and the cows mostly 
untouched, but the cash crops vanished as quickly as they ripened. The property was simply too large for one man 
fo guard it alll He wasnt worried about paying his taxes or anything like that, as hed done a bit of panning in the 
river himself and had taken a fair number of nuggets as well as significant quantity of gold dust before his father's 
death. That had been when it was still possible fo ride into Sacramento without being attacked for whatever he 
carried, not to mention, for his horse. He was glad now that Ruth had married and moved with her husband. San 
Francisco was, to all reports, just as lawless as this area, but shed be relatively safe within the walls of the 


Presidio. 


Dave nailed up the last No Trespassing sign and pulled himself up onto his horse's back for the ride back to 
the house. He didn't have any real hope that they'd do any good as far as deterring thieves, but he hoped 
they might work against would-be claim jumpers, especially in combination with the baling wire he'd strung 
along the property lines. The primitive fence combined with the signs and the neat rows of fruit trees taking 
up the majority of the property - the bulk of which was set back from the river anyway - hungry 
prospectors mostly didn't bother with anything aside from stealing fruit to eat when they found the back 
sections of the property. It was the area closest to the house, which they'd built near the river, that drew 


the most trespassers. 


Sure, most of them were harmless enough, simply panning for gold in the river. Dave simply asked those men 

to move along and do their panning outside of his property lines. But the simple fact that he had a house drew 
the criminal element who assumed that he'd struck it rich and would have gold or cash lying around. Dave had 
already taken shots at three other men besides the pair who'd killed his father, and had taken to carrying his 

pistols and either his rifle or his shotgun or both whenever he left the house. 


Innocent Exile 


Author's Notes: 
As this story is set in the mid-I800s, there will be some period-typical racism cropping up. This is only a 
reflection of the time period in which this story is set, and no insult is meant to anyone of any ethnicity. 


Upon landing in Panama, Stephen asked what the arrangements for crossing to the Pacific side might be, only 
to be told that it was up to each individual to make their own way across. Several men stood about near the 
docks, Indians or half-Indians, offering to hire themselves out as guides. Some of the other men who'd sailed 
with him looked dubious, muttering that the savages would doubtless murder them for their belongings, but 
Steve just frowned. He knew enough to know that his own lack of familiarity with the terrain could easily get 


him killed, simply because he might not recognise a danger until it was too late. 


"Do you speak English?" he asked the group of would-be guides. Receiving only blank looks in response, he 
thought for a moment, then asked in halting Spanish if they spoke that tongue. 


The men all brightened at that, nodding and saying that they did. Stephen picked the one he thought had the 
most trustworthy looks of the group and bargained with him directly. His Spanish wasn't the best, but he 
managed to negotiate a price for safe passage to the opposite coast of Panama for himself and one other man, 
a tall blond whose hair was as unfashionably long as his own, who offered to pay half of the guide's fee if he 
could tag along with them. To Stephen's surprise, the other man, who he hadn't spoken with aboard ship, spoke 
with the accent of the northeast of England, sounding as though he perhaps came from somewhere near 


Newcastle. 


Stephen agreed; although the other man looked slender and bookish, he carried himself with confidence and 
seemed comfortable with the pistols strapped around his waist. There was safety in numbers, after all, and he 
thought they'd be able to overcome the guide by working together if the man tried to harm them or extort 


more than the agreed-upon fee from them. 


When their hired guide made his way to the nearby marketplace to purchase supplies for the trip, Stephen 
pulled his own pistol belt from one of his carpetbags, strapping it around his waist along with a sturdy hunting 
knife. Then he pulled out a harness of sorts that he'd fashioned out of several belts, buckling the carpetbags 
to it through their handles and settling the harness over his shoulders, to keep his hands free to use his 
weapons without needing to drop his belongings. 


"Clever," his new travel companion commented. "By the way, I'm Janick Gers." He held out his hand to Stephen. 


"Stephen Harris," Stephen replied. "If you don't mind me saying so, you don't seem the sort to go haring off 
chasing the dream of instant wealth." 


Janick chuckled. "Well, that's because I'm not," he said. "I'm a geologist, actually. | came to the United States 
about five years ago, and I've studied at Harvard, then spent a year doing assay work in Alabama, working 
under one of my former professors. Then word of the gold strikes in California came around the same time | 
gained my United States citizenship, and the government sent requests to Harvard and Yale, seeking someone 
willing to travel to the gold fields and come up with an estimate of how long they'll produce. | was 
recommended, as l'm young, healthy, and have no wife to consider," he added with a laugh. "I won't be the only 
one sent, of course, they'll want a few different independent reports. But it's fair pay for the job and who 
knows? Perhaps I'll settle somewhere in California instead of returning to Massachusetts. | imagine I'll have 


more opportunities out there." 


"That makes sense," Stephen agreed. "| thought to travel to the western territories when | left England a few 
weeks ago, and then | saw the news of the gold strikes as soon as the Great Western docked. | understand that 
right now, the fields are filled with men panning for gold in the rivers, but I'm sure that mining will take over 
soon enough." He took a deep breath before continuing, "My family has been in the quarrying and mining 
business for generations. Mostly coal, but my father sent me to Dolaucothi in Wales to learn about gold mining 
as well, with the thought that should there ever be another gold discovery within Britain, the family would be 
poised to profit from it." 


"I see," Janick said. He wondered why Harris had come to the United States in the first place but chose not to 
ask. From the way the man spoke, he was well educated and probably from a wealthy family, perhaps even the 
heir to the family business, yet it seemed as though he had no intention of returning to England, which spoke 
of some sort of break with his family. Probably over a girl, Janick surmised, he likely wanted to marry 
someone his family thought unsuitable, and so planned to establish himself somewhere and then send for her 
and marry her where his family couldn't forbid it. While elopement to Gretna Green was an option, if Harris 
was financially dependent on his family business, they could cut him off if he married his sweetheart, and he'd 


be hard-pressed to find a suitable position elsewhere once the gossip made the rounds. 


Their guide's return put a halt to the slightly uncomfortable silence that had sprung up, and the two young 
men followed him into the jungle. Over the next week, they learned to never drink from ponds, only from 
rapidly flowing streams, and when traversing places with thick underbrush, to beware of the venomous snakes 


that lurked there, hidden but ready to attack any unwary creature passing by. 


On the fourth night of their trek, they heard a snarl, then a human scream which cut off abruptly. Stephen 
and Janick looked to their guide, who informed them, "Jaguar, probably. Big cat. Dangerous, but usually leaves 
people alone unless provoked." He shrugged and added, "Most gringos are stupid. You are two of the smart 


ones.” 


Stephen translated that for Janick, who shuddered. "I'm certainly glad | asked to travel with you," he said. "| 


imagine I'd be dead by now, for not knowing the dangers here, if | were travelling alone." 


"And | figured I'd best hire a guide lest | fall prey to the dangers which | don't know," Stephen admitted. "So | 
certainly didn't mind sharing the cost of hiring that guide." 


The rest of the trek passed uneventtully, but between the unaccustomed physical activity, the heat, and the 
limited amount of food, Stephen and Janick arrived at the Pacific port much thinner than when they'd landed on 
the Atlantic side of Panama. Their guide brought them to the docks and helped them find the ship which was 
to take them to California. To their surprise, the ship flew the red ensign of a British merchantman with the 
Hudson's Bay Company. Stephen and Janick gratefully paid their guide and gave him a little extra as well, and he 


took his leave with a large smile. 


The ship's captain, a tall, bluff Englishman whose nose had evidently been broken and healed badly, greeted 
them in a London accent. "Welcome aboard the Silver Seahorse, gentlemen. Captain Nicko McBrain, at your 
service. l'm afraid we've been asked to delay our departure by a week, to give your fellow passengers every 
chance to arrive before we put out to sea. You're welcome to sleep aboard, and as you're the first to arrive, 


you get your choice of cabin" 
"Thank you, Captain," Stephen said. "Have you been to California yourself, sir? What can you tell us of it?" 


"IFs lawless," Captain McBrain said flatly. "The population of San Francisco has at least quadrupled, probably 
more, in the last six months alone. Nearly all of the newcomers are single men who aren't prepared in the 
slightest for the conditions. Food prices are becoming ridiculous as the local farmers can only produce so 
much, especially when over half the harvest gets stolen off the trees and out of the fields by hungry 
prospectors. Respectable women don't dare leave the safety of their homes, and even harlots hire bodyguards 
when they want to shop." 


"When the captain says prices in San Francisco are ridiculous, he's not joking," a new voice chimed in. "We'd 
been on the Fort Vancouver to China run when we got commissioned to carry a load of coolies to California, 
then to come down here to pick up you lot coming across Panama from New York, so we've just come from 


there. Eggs are going for a dollar each." 


Turning towards the new speaker, Stephen saw two men, a short and burly fellow with long chestnut hair 
pulled back into a tail, and a taller man with shoulder-length dark hair held back with a strip of cloth tied 


around his head. He wasn't sure which of them spoke, until the taller man opened his mouth. 


"Half the newcomers don't bring any food at all with them," he said, his voice much quieter, and with a London 
accent as opposed to the shorter man's Midlands accent. "Then with the way the population keeps doubling 
every few weeks, the farmers can't provide enough to keep up with demand, and even when merchants try to 
import food from the Oregon Territory, there's no steady means of transporting the food to the gold fields.” 


"And that means there's thousands of hungry men growing desperate out there," the shorter man said bluntly. 
“They'll steal food, or anything they think they can trade for food, just so they can go back to their quest for 
gold." He paused, then added, "Oh, sorry, I'm Bruce Dickinson and this is Adrian Smith. l'm the ship's bosun, he's 
bosun's mate." 


Stephen noticed Smith turn a small smile on Dickinson when he was introduced as bosun's mate and wondered if 
perhaps that phrase meant more than simply Smith's job title. And if it meant more than the obvious, did they 
keep it a secret, or did others know - and if others did know, were they accepted despite their relationship, or 

merely tolerated for being exceptionally qualified for their positions? 


"Even worse," Captain McBrain said, "so many sailors have been deserting their ships to run off to the gold 
fields. We managed to get out of San Fransisco with enough men to run the ship after getting the coolies 
ashore, but I've heard some grumblings amongst the crew that we've still got, and l'm frankly worried. | 
thought we'd make some good money running loads of food down from Fort Vancouver but | need a full crew 
for that. If too many are bitten by the gold bug.. | hear there's already several abandoned ships in San 
Fransisco due to the crews deserting and their captains eventually giving up and either going to the gold fields 


themselves or else trying to start businesses because they can't find enough sailors to leave again 


Smith nodded. "It's bad," he confirmed. "At least half the crew is talking about trying their luck. Bru.. erm, 
Dickinson and | have been keeping our ears open, and we both think we've got no more than a one in ten chance 


of keeping enough men to get out of there again" 


Now Stephen felt certain that the two had some sort of close relationship, after hearing Smith nearly call the 
bosun by his Christian name. Yet Captain McBrain didn't bat an eye. Stephen didn't know what to think. OF 


course, given that news, Captain McBrain would have more immediate problems to consider. 


"That many are talking about deserting?" Captain McBrain frowned. "Damnation. | thought I'd persuaded them 
that they'll have a better chance at getting rich through the income we can make on the coastal run from 


Fort Vancouver, carrying food, but if | haven't. we may be stuck. Well, let's hope you've heard wrong." 


"Aye, sir," Dickinson replied, although his tone didn't sound especially hopeful. "Well, we're off to see about 


dinner for the next day or two." 


He and Smith saluted the captain and moved aft, loading the smallest of the ship's boats with several pieces of 
fishing gear, then lowering the boat and climbing down into it. Smith started baiting hooks as Dickinson rowed 
them out into the bay. 


“Smith's a good man," Captain McBrain said. "Handles his duties admirably and keeps us supplied with fresh fish 
as well. Siver Seahorse makes a better profit than most ships, simply because we save quite a bit on supplies 
thanks to his penchant for fishing when he's not on watch. And he and Dickinson are two of the most loyal and 
capable men I've sailed with. Well, if you'll excuse me, gentlemen, | have my own duty to see To. As | said, you 
have your choice of cabins, and as we'll not be sailing for a week, you are, of course, free to spend time in 
port as well as aboard" He bowed slightly and took his leave. 


‘| suppose we might as well choose a cabin, then," Janick said. "Assuming we're to share cabins as we did on 
the trip from New York, would you be willing to share with me? I'd as soon stay with someone | know | can 


trust, and after that trek through the jungle, | know | can trust you." 


Stephen nodded with a small smile. "Yes, I'd also appreciate sharing a cabin with someone | can trust." 


They made their way below deck and chose a cabin at the stern, as those tended to be the most comfortable, 
and chose to go ashore once they'd stored their belongings. After hearing about the conditions in California, 
they both wanted to purchase as much dried and preserved food as possible to bring with them - and they 
both wanted to purchase rifles as well 


| Live My Way 


Hearing hoofbeats coming up the road towards his house, Dave grabbed his shotgun and hurried out of the 

barn where he'd just finished milking the cows, leaving the milk pail just inside the barn door. To his surprise, 
half a dozen men in United States army uniforms trotted briskly up the road. He relaxed enough to sling his 

shotgun over his back and reach back inside for the milk pail, then headed towards the house and the 


approaching soldiers. 


"Mister David Murray?" asked the sergeant who appeared to be in charge of the little group. "I'm Sergeant 
Timothy Jenkins, United States Army. 


"That's me," Dave confirmed. "Mind if | put the milk down cellar? There's a well and a horse trough just ‘round 


the other side of the house, if you care to water your mounts." 


Sergeant Jenkins gave a nod. "Of course, Mister Murray, and thank you." He gestured to the group, who walked 
their horses around the side of the house. 


As he went inside, Dave could hear the creaking of the windlass as someone pulled up the first bucket of 
water. He lifted the trap door in the kitchen floor, climbing down the steps to pour the milk into milk pans for 
the cream to rise overnight. Noting that he'd need to churn butter tomorrow, he went back upstairs and out 


to speak with the soldiers. "Thank you for your patience," he said to the sergeant. "What can | do for you?" 


"We've gotten word that there are some geologists being sent by the United States government, to inspect the 
gold fields and assess the expected production," Sergeant Jenkins said. "The first is expected within the month. 
He's going to need a base of operations, and your brother-in-law suggested that your farm might be in a good 
position, if you'd be willing to offer room and board. You would, of course, be granted a stipend for boarding 
the man" He reached into the pocket of his tunic and pulled out an envelope. "Also, your sister asked me to 


give you this." 


Smiling, Dave took the envelope, pleased at getting word from Ruth. "Thank you! As to your request, | don't see 
a problem with offering this geologist room and board. Do you know if he'll be alone or if he'll have an 


assistant or anything like that?" 


‘I've no idea about that, l'm afraid. All I've been told is that this man is on his way to California as we speak 
and should be here within the month, and my orders are to find him a place to stay out this way," the 
sergeant said. "And to do a sweep of the region before returning to San Francisco, to report conditions to the 


commander of the Presidio." 


"Oh? Does that mean we'll get regular patrols or anything like that?" Dave asked. "Lord knows we could use it. | 
don't even know what condition most of my orchards must be in, as I've not been to that part of the property 
in weeks. Its been all | can do to care for the animals and my personal garden, as | don't dare leave the area 


by the house lest | get robbed blind and the place wrecked by someone looking for the gold stash they assume 


| have hidden somewhere around here." He shook his head over the annoying stupidity of the portion of the 
criminal element that persisted in believing that anyone who had a house in this area had already struck it 


rich. 


‘I've not heard one way or another," Sergeant Jenkins replied. "| have heard that at least half the troops 
currently stationed in the Oregon Territory wil be transferred to the Presidio, now that the treaty established 
the border between the United States portion and the British, although the Hudson's Bay Company is still 
permitted to conduct business even though the border is well to the north of Fort Vancouver. But | don't know 


whether those troops will remain in San Francisco or patrol the entire territory.” 


"Will you and your men stay the night?" Dave asked. "I don't have space in the house for all of them, but 
there's plenty of space in the hayloft.” 


The sergeant looked at the sun and nodded. "We will, if you don't mind. Your hayloft will be much more 


comfortable than the ground, and we've our own rations so we'll not be using up your supplies.” 


Dave smiled. "Well, | can certainly add some vegetables to whatever you're planning on for your meal, as the 
garden produces more than | can eat alone. And since Da was killed, | have to admit, the work's been getting 


away from me a bit, between not having a second pair of hands and needing to defend the property so often" 


"They'll be quite appreciated," Sergeant Jenkins told him. "And hopefully, our presence will give you a peaceful 


evening." 


"Hopefully," Dave agreed. "There's plenty of room in the paddock for your horses, and you can make yourselves 
comfortable in the hayloft. I'll see to putting together some sort of salad, and maybe boil up some eggs as 
well" He grinned a bit and added, "I've heard rumors as to how much eggs sell for in San Francisco these days, 


so | expect you men might not have had any recently." 


The sergeant laughed. "It has been a while since we've seen eggs," he admitted cheerfully. "If you've enough for 


all of us, they'll be most welcome!" 


‘Only one apiece, but | have enough," Dave chuckled. He headed to the garden first, picking some greens, a 
couple of cucumbers, and several tomatoes. Entering the house, he set his bounty on the kitchen table and 
stirred up the banked fire in the cookstove, then went back down cellar to grab enough eggs for the entire 
group of soldiers. Back upstairs in the kitchen, he put the eggs in a saucepan and dipped enough water from 
the bucket kept for drinking and cooking to cover them, setting the saucepan on the stove to boil. He also put 


on a second saucepan full of water and tossed coffee grounds into his big coffee pot. 


That accomplished, he assembled a salad of three varieties of greens with sliced cucumber and tomato, topped 
with a dressing of vinegar, oil, and dried herbs that he made from his late mother's recipe. Heading outside, he 
enlisted the help of one of the troopers to assemble one of the trestle tables kept stored in the barn and 


usually used when his widely scattered neighbors would gather for the haying, moving from farm to farm to 


get all the work done more quickly than if they each tried to do their own work themselves. After that, he 
dragged out the benches that went with the table, so that everyone would have a place to sit and eat. 


Drawing a bucket of water from the well, Dave carried it into the house, taking the eggs off the fire and 
carefully dropping them into the bucket of icy water from the well to cool them quickly. He poured the hot 
water into the coffee pot, after which he put the eggs into a bowl and carried them and the salad out to the 
trestle table. He went back in and grabbed the coffee pot, bringing that out as well. 


Sergeant Jenkins smiled and called the men over for the meal, after adding a stack of hardtack and a bag of 
jerked venison to the table. Dave couldn't help but chuckle at hearing their exclamations of pleasure when they 
saw the eggs. The men enthusiastically fell on the food before helping Dave with the cleanup, then headed to 
the hayloft to bed down for the night. 


Dave headed inside and lit a lamp, then opened the letter from his sister. 
Dear Dave, 


| can't believe how much the world has changed in such a short time. | feel so sorry for the decent women of 
San Francisco, as they're all but trapped within their homes due to the overwhelming numbers of lawless men 
flocking to the city. | suppose some of them are decent at heart, but they're desperate - starving and 
penniless after a failed hunt for gold, and so they've turned to thievery. Others are simply looking to get rich 
with as litte effort as possible, and they find it easier to rob people than to make the journey to the gold 
fields and try their luck there. Either way, no respectable woman dares to venture into the streets these 
days, for fear of falling victim to a thief or worse. I've heard that even the soiled doves will only move about 
when accompanied by bodyguards. 


At least | can visit with friends, the wives of the other troops stationed here at the Presidio. There aren't 
many, to be sure, as now that San Francisco has become so lawless, the army is no longer allowing wives to 
accompany their husbands who are transferred here. But at least I'm not the only one who's been here since 
before Mister Marshall found gold in the American River. Its not safe for us to leave the walls of the 


Presidio, of course, but we still have a litte more freedom than the women of the town 


OF course, | worry for you as well, Davey, living alone out in the middle of the gold fields since Da passed on | 
worry that his fate will befall you as well. Do be careful, big brother! You're to be an uncle in five months or 
thereabouts, and William and | have already decided that we want you to be our baby's godfather when the 
time comes. William says that he can arrange for a squad to travel to the farm and take care of the animals 
so that you can come to San Francisco to meet your niece or nephew and be there for the christening. 


When you do, perhaps | can introduce you to the daughters of some of the older officers? You need a wife, 
Davey, you need a helpmeet in life. Or if you don't find congenial company among the officers’ daughters, 
perhaps you would consider advertising for a bride. | do understand the difficulties involved with going that 
route, but if you choose to do so, William and | would be pleased to take her in upon her arrival in San 


Francisco and then to escort her out to the farm along with a preacher to perform the wedding ceremony for 
the two of you. You will consider it at least, won't you? 


If you have time, please do write back and give the letter to Sergeant Jenkins, Dave. | understand that you 
cannot simply leave the farm at this time, lest someone squat on the property whilst you're gone. But I've not 
heard from you since you let me know of Da's passing, and | miss my big brother and long to know that you're 
all right. 


Affectionately, Ruth Murray Coltrane 


Dave smiled fondly as he read his sister's letter, then he pulled out a sheet of stationery, a pen, and the 
inkwell from the little writing desk in the corner of the sitting room. He wasn't much for letter-writing, but he 
nevertheless penned a short missive to his sister, letting her know that he'd managed to keep the chickens and 
cows safe from thieves thus far, that he'd agreed to board a geologist hired by the government to conduct 
some sort of inspection of the gold fields as her husband suggested that the farm would be a convenient base 
for the man to work from, and that he very much looked forward to meeting her coming child. He ended by 
wishing her well, and that she'd give birth safely and that she and the child would remain healthy. 


Folding his letter and stuffing it into an envelope, on which he wrote Ruth's name, he set the letter on the 
table to give to Sergeant Jenkins before the troops left in the morning. Then he made his way to bed and 
snuffed out the lamp. As he lay back and closed his eyes, he thought about the one bit of Ruth's letter that 
he didn't respond to: her suggestion of marriage. Dave hadn't yet found a woman attractive in the way a man 
ought to be attracted to his wife. On the contrary, he'd been very attracted to the son of one of the other 
families who'd come to California in the same wagon train - especially after seeing him naked that time when 


they'd stopped at a slow-flowing river that the guide said was safe to bathe in. 


As young men in their teens did, when it came their turn to bathe in the river, they indulged in a certain 
amount of splashing and horseplay, and Dave had felt a flutter in the pit of his stomach when he looked at 
Paul's broad shoulders and narrow hips, and had needed to sit down in the river to hide his physical reaction 
when Paul suggested they all compare the size of their todgers and stood with his legs apart to better display 
his own. Fortunately, no one had seen that he'd become hard when he looked at Paul, and the icy water quickly 
eliminated the difficulty and allowed him to stand up again, although he'd been careful not to look directly at 
Paul after that. 


Before the gold-seekers flooded the area, he and his father had taken turns going to Sacramento each month, 
to sell their produce and pick up the supplies they didn't grow or make for themselves, and he had, of course, 
taken the opportunity to visit a bordello there. The girl whose companionship he'd bought was pretty enough, 
he supposed, but it wasn't until he let the memory of Paul standing naked on the bank of that river with his 
legs spread wide fill his mind that he became aroused enough to do what he'd intended. He'd never gone back to 
the bordello after that, preferring not to spend the coin on something so unsatisfying. 


And as he often did, Dave wondered if other men like him existed - men who found other men attractive in 


the way that most men seemed to find women attractive. With a sigh, he plumped up his pillow and rolled to 


his side, willing himself to relax and fall asleep. 


In the morning, several of the soldiers did Dave's barn chores while he prepared coffee and sourdough biscuits 
with butter and honey for everyone, and he gave his letter to Sergeant Jenkins to carry back to his sister 
before they mounted up and departed. Then he headed down to the cellar to skim the cream and do the 
churning. He had to admit that he looked forward to the geologists arrival, just to have someone to talk to in 
the evenings. Maybe he didn't want a wife, but he did miss the company of other people. 


Different World 


Stephen and Janick stood at the rail of the Siver Seahorse, watching as the crew maneuvered her into her 
assigned berth at one of the newly constructed wharves in San Francisco harbor, the berth granted because 
she carried a cargo of foodstuffs as well as passengers. Two men leapt to the dock holding mooring ropes, 
which they quickly tied off, securing the ship in place. To their consternation, the two men immediately ran off, 
losing themselves in the bustle of the waterfront district. 


"Hellfire and damnation!" Captain McBrain exploded, seeing them flee from his position at the wheel. "Dickinson!" 
"Aye, sir?" the bosun responded, hurrying up to the captain 


"Make all haste to the warehouses of the Hudson's Bay Company," Captain McBrain told him. "My respects to 
the factor there and let him know that we've barely docked but we're already seeing desertion Tell him that 
we'll need assistance in unloading, and that | believe we'll not retain enough men to sail away again, so what's to 


be done with the ship?" 


Dickinson nodded. "Aye, Captain," he said. "We need assistance in unloading, and as desertion is already underway, 
you need to know what's to become of the ship." He saluted and made his way to the gangplank being secured 
into position and hurried down it ahead of the crowd of gold-seeking passengers pushing and shoving each 


other in their attempts to disembark first. 


Stephen shook his head. "Bloody fools," he commented. "| understand it's at least ten days on foot to the gold 
fields, so | highly doubt anyone is going to miss their chance of striking it rich by taking an extra few minutes 


or even few hours to leave the ship." 


"Agreed," Janick said. He hesitated, then said, "| wondered.. I've not asked for details as I'd like to respect your 

privacy, but.. you mentioned that your family is in the mining business. | thought, if you were willing, I'd like to 
hire you as my assistant, at least for a time? I'm able to estimate the quality and quantity of gold in the ore, 
but | don't know how to estimate the costs of obtaining that ore. I'm willing to pay you a fair rate, and as my 
task is being funded by the government, I'll be given an army escort to the gold fields, possibly a small guard 

whilst | conduct my studies, and possibly some extra supplies. I'm reasonably certain that there will be time 


for you to conduct your own business around the times when I'd ask your advice regarding my findings." 


Stephen considered the offer, then nodded slowly. "| accept, and thank you," he said. "| admit, my plan, vague as 
it might be, included purchasing property in the gold fields and starting one or more mines, as | am familiar 
with the business. | would imagine that the time of men making lucky strikes whilst panning the rivers won't 
last much more than another year, if that, and then the men making a profit from the gold will be the ones 
who can afford to pay others to do the difficult part of the work for them. Or would my stated plans be 


considered a conflict of interest if | were to work for you?" 


Janick shook his head. "It shouldn't be," he said. "Not if you're looking to purchase claims that others made 
before your arrival. It might be a conflict of interest if you were to stake a claim in public lands after we've 
determined both that there's gold there and how easy or difficult it might be to extract. But | understand that 
gold-seekers have registered land claims all over the place since the gold was first discovered, not to mention, 
there are any number of setters, either whites who followed the California Trail or else Californios who've 


been here since it was a part of Mexico, who have farms and ranches in the gold fields." 


"And I'd be well within my rights to buy out those claims or farms," Stephen nodded. "Then yes, | would most 
definitely like to accept your offer of employment, thank you." He offered Janick his hand, which the other man 


shook with a smile. 


"| look forward to our association, then," Janick said with a smile. "|. we.. need to report to whoever is in 
charge at the Presidio. As | said, I'm supposed to get an escort to the gold fields at the very least, so we'll see 
exactly what that's going to be once we get there." 


"Yes, it's hard to make firm plans without all the information," Stephen agreed. He looked at the swarm of gold- 
seekers still pushing and shoving to disembark and snorted as a couple of them decided to try to climb down 
the mooring ropes rather than fight through the press of bodies at the top of the gangplank. 


Janick just shook his head at the sight. "I'm going to our cabin, just to make sure no one had the bright idea to 
help themselves to our belongings." 


"Probably a good thought," Stephen agreed. "I'll stay here in hopes of hearing something else useful.” Caught up 
in his own thoughts as he observed the chaos on the ship and the wharf, he only realised that half an hour or 
more had passed when he spotted the bosun returning from his errand to the Hudson's Bay factor. 


Dickinson made his way against the tide of men rushing along the wharf towards the shore and frowned when 
he saw the press of men still swarming around the gangplank. "Adel" he bellowed, cupping his hands around his 
mouth to be heard more easily. "Ade!" 


Smith jumped down from the rigging and made his way around the passengers to a spot at the rail. "Over 


herel" he shouted back, waving. 
“Throw me a line, I've an urgent message for the captain,” Dickinson called. 


"Aye," Smith replied. He vanished from sight for a moment, then returned to the rail and carefully hooked a 
grapnel over it, then tossed the end of the rope tied to the grapnel down to Dickinson. 


Catching the rope, Dickinson then took a running leap and landed feet-first against the side of the ship, leaning 
back to walk up the hull while hauling himself up with the rope. Smith leaned over the rail to grab Dickinson's 
arm as he neared the deck, heaving the smaller man aboard. 


"Thanks," Dickinson said with a smile before he hurried around the ever-shrinking press of people trying to 
disembark, to make his report to the captain. "Sir, Mister Williams, the current Hudson's Bay Company factor, 
sends his greetings and said that he'll have a number of stevedores here to begin unloading the cargo in about 
two hours. As to the ship, he'd like to see if we'll retain a crew, but if we've lost too many to sail by the time 
we're fully unloaded, they'll lease her out as a storage facility, or perhaps sell her. They have promised some 
sort of position to anyone who wants one, so that even if we can't leave, none of the men will be stranded 


with no means of supporting himself." 


Captain McBrain sighed but nodded. "Right, well, | suppose that's as good as we can hope for," he said. "And to 
find a silver lining in the cloud if we do lose as many of the crew as you've suspected we will, the men who 
remain will get that much more from the crew's share of the profits from this trip, so they'll have a bit 


more to help them in starting over." 


Stephen looked at the last few men still pushing and shoving their way off the Silver Seahorse and shook his 

head when several more sailors joined their ranks. A few minutes later, Smith walked by with the grapnel in 

one hand and the attached rope coiled neatly in his other hand. "Everything all right, Bruce?" he called to the 
bosun, not noticing Stephen standing quietly by the rail. 


"l'm going to assume we'll need to find new jobs, love," Dickinson said with a sigh. "| counted the number of 
crewmen leaving with the passengers and | think the ship's already lost enough men that we'll not be able to 
sail again, and.. oh, bloody helll" He broke off, a horrified expression coming over his face as he realised a 


passenger heard him. 
Smith turned to follow Dickinson's gaze and blanched when he saw Stephen watching them. "Oh... erm... 


‘lm quite all right in pretending | didn't hear that," Stephen said. "It's no business of mine, so long as you've 
both happy with your.. your arrangement." He paused, bit his lip, then asked in a small voice, "That said, | 
wondered.. would either of you, ern, be willing to, erm.. to answer some rather personal questions?" He felt his 


face burning and hastened to add, "Not, erm, salacious questions, mind!" 

Smith and Dickinson exchanged a glance. "Not out here," Dickinson said. "Follow me, if you will?" 

"Lead on, Mister Dickinson," Stephen said with a nod. 

Dickinson led him astern, to a tiny storeroom wedged under the steps up to the quarterdeck. Smith followed 
but waited outside of the storeroom. Shutting the door behind them, Dickinson asked, "What is it you wish to 
know?" 

"l. please understand that | mean no offense, but.. are you not worried about being caught? | mean.. the law 


takes a dim view.. and in such close quarters as aboard ship, how do you keep it secret?" asked Stephen, his 


cheeks flushing once again. 


"Right, well, you've little to no experience at sea, | would guess?" Dickinson asked. When Stephen nodded, he 
continued, "Depending on the voyage, a ship like this one could spend as much as four months at sea, only 
putting ashore to replenish food and water supplies, and again, depending on the voyage, those stops might well 
be at uninhabited islands. Plenty of sailors who otherwise prefer women will often consent to.. activity... with 


other sailors, especially on long voyages." 
"Oh... that's, erm, | didn't expect that," Stephen mumbled. 


Dickinson gave him a faint smile. "Well, it happens that Ade and | don't otherwise prefer women, and as we've 
served aboard Silver Seahorse since she was built and been together since not long after we first signed on, we 
consider ourselves as good as wedded. | suspect Captain McBrain is aware we're together, but as long as we 


don't allow our relationship to interfere with our duties, he'll ignore it." 
"| wish more people would ignore it," Stephen muttered, a bitter note to his voice. 


"May | guess that such.. proclivities.. not being ignored by someone, is what led you to make this voyage?" 
Dickinson asked. "l'm no expert, but it seems that you're a significantly large cut above most of the gold 


seekers descending upon San Francisco, in both education and manner." 


"| was arrested in a raid on a molly house," Stephen admitted. "My family disowned me because of it. So | 
imagine you can understand how... startled.. | was, when | first suspected there was something between you 
and Mister Smith. And yet | couldn't quite believe it either, as |, erm, supposed that if anyone else suspected, 


you'd have lost your positions." 


Dickinson nodded. "l'm sorry you had to suffer for it," he said quietly. "Even aboard ship, we've had to be 
careful, of course. | will say we're lucky that in general, most sailors are inclined to live and let live, but not 
every sailor feels that way, so we still try not to be obvious about our feelings. It was rather careless of me, 


saying what | did earlier. Thank you for not objecting to it." 


"Why should | object to someone else being happy?" Stephen asked. "I think you're lucky to have found one 
another - and to hold positions which allow for a modicum of acceptance of, erm, less conventional 
arrangements." He paused and added, "Forgive me for yet another personal observation, but you seem far 


more educated than one might expect of a sailor." 


Dickinson laughed at that. "I expect that's because | am," he admitted. "My father was the youngest son of the 
local squire, and my mother was the vicar's daughter. However, my father was disowned for marrying her, as 
his father expected him to find an heiress to wed My grandfather the vicar helped my father find a position 
as a bookkeeper, and between them, they scraped up my fees for Harrow and intended me to go to university 
as well. But they were killed in a carriage accident when | was fourteen and while my mother kept us fed and 
housed with seamstress work, she couldn't keep me in school let alone pay for university. | decided that my 
mother would have it easier without trying to support me as well as herself, so | signed on with the Hudson's 


Bay Company as a cabin boy and worked my way up to bosun" 


"What will you do, assuming you're correct about losing too many men for Silver Seahorse to keep sailing?" 


Stephen asked curiously. 


"| don't know," Dickinson admitted. "Ade's father was a sailor on a whaling ship and his mother's father owned a 
fishing boat which Ade worked aboard. But his uncle inherited the fishing boat and had several sons of his own, 
so Ade lost his place there and signed on here when | did. | think I'd be all right with a clerk position or similar, 
but I'm not sure he'd be happy away from the sea" 


Stephen tilted his head in thought for a moment. "I'm not sure how quickly Mister Gers and | will need to leave 
San Francisco, as he is on an assignment from the United States government and has employed me as his 
assistant. But | came here intending to invest in some businesses, and | don't see why | couldn't invest in a 


fishing boat, if that might interest the two of you." 


"Bloody hell, you're serious," Dickinson breathed. "How might this work? Assuming this is something Ade would 


want, but | don't see why he wouldn't 


"l'd put up the funds for a fishing boat,” Stephen said. "Or a part of the funds for one, if Mister Smith and 
yourself have savings you'd wish to contribute. | would own whatever percentage of the boat my funds bought 
- whether that's the entire boat, half, a third, whatever. Whatever percentage of interest the local banks 
charge for loans, I'd charge half of that, and I'd get a third of the profits until such time as the loan is repaid. 
And of course, at that time, I'd sign over my share of the boat to the two of you." 


Dickinson yanked open the door of the little storeroom. "Ade!" he said excitedly, "You'll never believe this!" 


New Frontier 


"What won't | believe?" Smith asked, looking confused. 


"We might not have to look for new positions, we might be able to go into business for ourselves, with the 


backing of Mister Harris," Dickinson said. "How would you like to own and sail our own fishing boat?" 


"Seriously?" Smith looked afraid to hope. "Bruce, you know bloody well it's what I've been putting money aside 
for!" 


lm quite serious in my offer," Stephen said. "Captain McBrain spoke highly of you both, and my own 
observations of the two over the course of this voyage only proved the validity of his opinion. As | told 
Mister Dickinson, I'll charge half the interest that a local bank would for the loan and would own however much 
share of the boat | pay for. I'd then receive a third of the profits until such time as the loan is paid off at 
which time I'd sign over my share of the boat to the two of you. I'm willing to be flexible as to the terms of 
repayment as well, rather than force you to pay a fixed amount on a monthly basis, so long as payments are 


made regularly." 


Smith looked at his partner. "You'll get this in writing and keep the records and all?" he asked. "If you think this 
is a good deal, I'll trust your judgement and accept the offer. | saw five more of the crew run off with their 


belongings whilst you spoke with Mister Harris, so I'm sure now that we'll be stuck here." 
"Have you had any education, Mister Smith?" Stephen asked, his tone inquiring rather than mocking. 


"My ma taught me my letters and numbers when | was young," Smith said. "I can write my name and | can 
read a little, but not very well. | never went to school or anything, | had to help out on the boat as soon as | 


was big enough to cut bait" He flushed awkwardly but forced himself not to look down. 


“There's no shame in not having the opportunity to receive schooling," Stephen said firmly. "I would encourage 
you to practise and improve your skills, if only because as a boat owner, even in partnership with Mister 
Dickinson, you may need to look over a contract on your own at some point, or find something in your records. 
That said, I'm not making it a condition of the loan or anything, I'm only recommending you do so for your own 
benefit." He paused and said, "If | might make a suggestion, the writer Charles Dickens has published several of 
his newspaper serials as novels, and his style is easy to read as well as entertaining. | have two of his books 


with me, and I'd be happy to loan you one if you'd care to read it for practise.’ 


‘|... | would like that, thank you," an overwhelmed-looking Smith answered. "I read a part of one of his stories in 
a newspaper once, but | don't recall which story. And of course, we sailed the morning after Bruce bought the 


newspaper, so it's not like we had any way of getting the next part of the story.” 


| haven't wanted to buy an actual book whilst we've been sailing," Dickinson said, "so we've been limited to the 


occasional newspaper whenever we're in an English-speaking port. And most of them have ended up destroyed 


by water, which is why | haven't wanted to buy any actual books." 


"Well, since you'll presumably stay in a boarding house or something similar, now that you'll be remaining here, 


| should think you'll no longer have to worry about a book getting ruined at sea anymore," Stephen said. 


"l expect we'll be asked to remain aboard for at least a few more days," Dickinson told him. "The Hudson's Bay 
Company's factor is sending stevedores to help with the unloading, as we're carrying a load of foodstuffs up 
from Panama, in addition to you and your fellow passengers. If you don't mind my asking, what exactly are 


your plans? How would we be able to contact you once we're finished with our duties here?" 


Stephen looked thoughtful. "That is a good question. As I've said, Mister Gers has employed me as his assistant 
- he's been tasked with inspecting the gold fields for the United States government, to get some idea as to 
how long they're likely to produce. As l'm well acquainted with the mining industry, he's asked me to work with 
him to determine how costly it will be to extract said gold from the fields. He's said we're to report in at the 
Presidio first thing, so | expect we could be reached through there?" 


"That would seem reasonable," Dickinson said. "Of course, time would be a factor." 


"He mentioned that we'd have an escort to the gold fields, and | would imagine that he'd have to make regular 
reports of some kind and perhaps receive additional instructions based on the information in those reports,” 

Stephen said. "Well, as it seems that he and | are the only remaining passengers, it's probably safe for him to 
leave our cabin by now. Let me go ask if he'll speak with us - | can let him know that | wish to invest in the 


business you two are hoping to start; he needn't know anything personal" 

The two sailors exchanged glances and nodded. "Thank you, Mister Harris," Smith said. 

Stephen gave them a smile and hurried below deck to the cabin he and Gers had shared for the voyage. 
"Well, no one bothered our things," Gers said 


"Good to know," Stephen said, pulling a slim leatherbound book from one of his bags. "And we're the last two 
passengers left aboard, and honestly, | don't think there's more than a handful of crew left either, so it ought 
to be safe to leave our things. Will you come back up with me and speak with Mister Dickinson and Mister 


Smith?" 


"Of course," Gers replied. "That's the bosun and the bosun's mate, correct? What do they want, do you know?" 
He paused and added, "Actually, we might as well bring our things up with us, so we can report in at the 
Presidio after speaking with them." 


"Good thought" Stephen picked up his bags as Gers grabbed his own "As it seems they're going to be forced 
to remain here, they'll need to find some sort of work," Stephen said. "They've been saving up to go into 


partnership on a small fishing vessel, from their description, the sort that sails at dawn and comes in to sell 


the catch to the fish markets at noon As I'd prefer to diversify my holdings, | thought to invest in their 


business." 
"Nice of you, and likely a good investment," Gers agreed. "But why do they need to speak with me?" 


"Well, they wanted to know how they could contact me, since l'm going to the gold fields in your employ," 
Stephen explained. "Do you know if there will be regular messages between you and the Presidio, so that they 
could contact me by sending a message with the courier or what?" 


They'd come out on deck in time for Dickinson to hear Stephen's words. The bosun smiled. "We ask, because 
we'll be at least a couple of days before we'll be able to leave the Silver Seahorse - time enough to unload the 
cargo, check it against the manifests, divide the crew shares of the profits from the voyage and a few other 
matters relating to the disposition of the ship. Obviously, we'll not be able to look for a fishing boat for sale, 
or to look for a shipbuilder to have one built, not until we've discharged our duties here, but I'm sure you and 
Mister Harris will have left San Francisco by then" 


"And you'd need a way to contact your investor, | see," Gers said, nodding. "As it happens, yes, | will need to 
send reports to the Presidio on a regular basis. That said, | don't yet know how that will work - whether there 
is some quicker way of travelling between here and the gold fields than walking or even riding, or if there are 
perhaps army couriers making regular rounds between here and there or what. I'm hoping to find out all that 


when | report in at the Presidio." 


"Well, surely they'll not expect you to set off tonight, given how late it is already," Stephen said. "And | should 
think that no one could object to us putting off our departure until the day after tomorrow, to allow us to 
equip ourselves properly for the journey. | could return here once we know how we can be reached, to pass 


that information to Mister Smith and Mister Dickinson." 


Both men brightened at that, especially as Gers nodded. "True enough, even if the army is going to give us an 


escort and all, we'll still be expected to supply our own personal necessities,” he said. 


"Well, we won't be going anywhere before tomorrow evening at the very earliest," Dickinson said. "Until the 
ship's been fully unloaded, and perhaps longer depending on what's to be done with her, we'll sleep aboard" He 


grinned and added, "Why pay for accommodations elsewhere until we have to, right?" 


Stephen, Gers, and Smith all chuckled. "An excellent point," Stephen said. "Especially given what I've heard about 


prices here." 


"It makes me hope we find a fishing boat for sale, rather than have to have one built," Smith said. "It might 
not be the most comfortable, but with luck, it'll have a cabin large enough to stay in, so we'll not have to pay 
to room and board elsewhere, at least not for too long." 


"Well, speaking of accommodations," Gers said, "l'm told there will be a place for us to stay within the Presidio 


for however long we might be remaining here in San Francisco, so we ought to let the two of you return to 


your duties and see to our own" 


"Of course," Stephen nodded. Turning to Smith, he handed over the book in his hand with a smile. "| chose A 
Christmas Carol for you to start with, Mister Smith," he said, his manner friendly. "It's shorter than [he 
Pickwick Papers, and | personally think the story itself is better. That said, when you finish this, if you care to 
borrow the other, let me know and I'd be more than happy to oblige." 


Smith took the book, almost reverently brushing his fingers over the embossed leather cover. "I'll be sure to 


take the utmost care of this, Mister Harris, and thank you once again for everything, sir." 


"You're quite welcome, Mister Smith," Stephen said firmly, offering his hand first to Smith and then to 
Dickinson, both of whom shook it while looking surprised that he willingly offered to do so. 


Gers shook hands with both men as well, then led the way down the gangplank and along the wharf. Then they 
headed in the direction of the Presidio. "What was that bit with the book all about?" he asked Stephen as they 
walked. 


Stephen shrugged. “Smith didn't have the opportunity for a proper education," he said. "He's not quite illiterate, 
but not far from it. My thought was that if he's going to own a business, even in partnership with Dickinson, 
he might want to improve his skills to be sure he's not being cheated in some way, or in case he ever needs 
to look over a contract when Dickinson is unavailable for some reason. | thought he might find practising his 
skills by reading a story less like work than simply practising by reading old cargo manifests or the like, so | 
loaned him one of the books | brought with me from London" 


"| see," Gers nodded. The two men hurried up the road towards the Presidio, the sheer numbers of drunken 
brawls spilling onto the streets making them concerned for their own safety. At the gate of the fort, Gers 
presented his credentials to the sentry. "Janick Gers, geologist," he said briskly. "This is my assistant, Stephen 
Harris. lm to report to the commander for a briefing before going to the gold fields to inspect and assess 


them on behalf of the United States government" 


The sentry briefly inspected the sheaf of papers Gers held out and nodded. He called out, "Beardsley! Escort 
two guests to the commander,” then opened the small side gate that was only large enough to accommodate a 
single person on foot, rather than the large main gate of the fort. "Go on inside, Beardsley will guide you to 
where you need to go." 


Entering the fort, the two men followed the young trooper who greeted them through the bustling compound 
to a larger building and to an office within it. "Colonel Brennan, the geologist Janick Gers and his assistant," 
Beardsley announced as he showed them into the office. He saluted, then departed at the officer's nod. 
"Mister Gers," Colonel Brennan greeted them politely. "And Mister...2" 


"Harris, sir, Stephen Harris," Stephen introduced himself. "Mister Gers and | became acquainted as we crossed 


Panama, and as | have knowledge of mining, he asked me to work as his assistant, as I'm familiar with various 


mining techniques and can give an assessment as to whether the ore can be mined profitably or not." 


"Helpful," Colonel Brennan nodded. "We weren't quite sure when to expect you, but we've arranged for you to 
board with a farmer whose property is within the gold fields, and we've started running patrols out of 
Sacramento, so you two can take the riverboat there and we'll supply you with horses and an escort to the 
Murray farm once you get there." He smiled and added, "Lieutenant Coltrane's wife will probably ask you to 
carry a letter for her, as it's her brother's farm you'll be staying at." 


Both men smiled at that. "How soon do you intend for us to leave?" Gers asked. "| think we both want to make 


sure we have everything we might need whilst out in the gold fields, before we set out” 


"As long as you're on your way within a week, that ought to be soon enough,” Colonel Brennan said. "I've 
arranged for you to stay in the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters here in the Presidio until you leave, and | expect 
you'll remain a night at the fort in Sacramento as the riverboat trip takes the best part of a day." 


If someone needs to contact either of us, should they go through chanrels here, sir?" Stephen asked. "I've 
made the acquaintance of someone intending to start a business I'd like to back, as | believe in diversifying my 
interests, but as they'll need some time to get things into place, they'll most likely not know what the full cost 
of starting their business will be until after I'm gone. But if they can get word to me relatively quickly, | can 
then either send back what they'll need or else make the trip back myself for a day or two, in order to sign 


contracts and such." 


"That's probably the best way of contacting you, yes," Colonel Brennan agreed. "Let me show you gentlemen to 
where you'll be bunking during your stay here, and give you directions to the mess, where you'll take your 


meals." 


"Thank you, sir," Gers said. Then with a grin, he added, "Although when it comes to meals, | suppose we could 
just as easily follow all the troops to the scent of food, yes?" 


"True enough, Mister Gers, true enough," Colonel Brennan laughed. He stood up from his desk and led them to 
the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters, pointing out the mess hall along the way. 


The two men settled in for the next couple of days, taking turns to shop for any extra supplies they felt 
would be needed, and Stephen went by the Silver Seahorse to let Smith and Dickinson know how they'd be able 
to get hold of him when they were ready to purchase a fishing boat. The following morning, Ruth Murray 
Coltrane hurried out to give Stephen a letter for her brother before they headed to the harbor to begin their 


trip. 


They boarded a small side-wheel steamboat for the journey upriver, staying the night in Sacramento. The 
quartermaster at the small fort there supplied them with horses and an escort of two men for the day-long 


ride to the Murray farm. 


Stranger In A Strange Land 


Stephen shifted uncomfortably in his saddle, grateful that he could see several buildings in the distance and 
hoping desperately that said buildings were their destination He'd ridden before, even hunted on occasion, but 
he'd never in his life spent more than three hours in the saddle at a stretch. Growing up in London, he usually 


walked or took cabs, except when visiting someone's country estate for a hunting party. 


Janick noticed his movement and gave him a sympathetic smile. "Let me guess, you haven't ridden much, even 


before boarding that ship out of England," he said. 


"You would be correct in that guess," Stephen confirmed with a sigh and another attempt to find a more 
comfortable position in his saddle. "| don't believe I've ever spent more than two or three hours a-horse 
before today. And whilst they did inform us that it would take a day of riding to reach the farm where we're 
to board, | didn't think that ‘a day of riding! meant more than eight hours in the saddle." 


"Well, judging from both the amount of time we've ridden, and those buildings ahead, I'd venture to guess that 
we're nearly at our destination," Janick said. "And whilst l'm sure you'll not welcome hearing this, | discovered 
through my own experience in Alabama, the best cure for the soreness you'll have tomorrow, is more riding - 
just for less time than we've been in the saddle today." 


"Ugh," Stephen eloquently replied. "Well, perhaps a hot bath will help.’ 


"A... hot bath?" Janick asked. "We're staying with a farmer - he's not likely to have a wash boiler, you know. 


For that matter, he may or may not have a tub large enough to even sit in" 


"Oh," Stephen said blankly. Such a thought never even occurred to him. "No boiler and possibly no proper tub. | 
didn't realise.. this is going to be quite different than I'm accustomed to, isn't it?" 


"It will be, yes," Janick said. 


Sighing again, Stephen fell silent. To his relief, the buildings in the distance proved to be the farm where he and 
Janick would board. As they got closer, the buildings proved to be a large and sturdy barn, a couple of small 
shed-like structures, and a surprisingly large house. Chickens scratched around in the grass near a couple of 


cows grazing on picket lines. 


Dave, behind the house taking the wash from the clothesline, hurried around with his shotgun in hand when he 
heard hoofbeats approaching, but smiled to see two soldiers escorting two civilians. It looked as though the 
geologist did bring an assistant. Well, he and his father had had time to build whilst waiting for their fruit 
trees to produce the first year they'd gotten here, so both men would have their privacy for the duration of 
their stay, however long that would be. He'd moved into his father's old room after he'd been killed, leaving his 


old room and Ruth's old room available for his boarders. 


"Welcome," he called to the approaching riders. "I assume one of you gentlemen is the geologist | was told to 
expect? And the other of you is an assistant of some sort? Sergeant Jenkins who first spoke to me about 


providing room and board wasn't sure if | would be housing one man or two." 


"Yes, l'm the geologist, Janick Gers," the slender blond man said with a friendly smile of his own. "This is 
Stephen Harris; as he has some experience with mining, | decided to hire him to assist me in this endeavour. | 
might know the ore itself, but he can judge how difficult and costly it will be to get that ore out of the 


ground." 
"Hello," the dark-haired man said almost shyly. 
"Jim and | are just the escort,” one of the soldiers said with a laugh. "I'm Tom, by the way. 


"And l'm David Murray," Dave said. "Jim, Tom, I'm afraid it's the hayloft for you two, since the choice is that, 
or the front room floor. | expect the loft will be more comfortable. There's plenty of room in the paddock for 
your horses, so feel free to get them settled whilst | see about supper and my evening chores. Mister Gers, 


Mister Harris, if you'll follow me, I'll show you to your rooms so you can get settled in" 


"Thank you," Janick said, wincing slightly as he dismounted and unfastened his bags from the cantle of the 


saddle. "It has been some time since I've ridden this long at once." 


| never rode this long at once," Stephen said, dismounting stiffly and moving gingerly. He managed to get his 
carpetbags from the straps holding them to the cantle but staggered drunkenly and nearly fell when he tried 


to move away from the horse. He flushed with embarrassment as he caught his balance again. 


"| have some liniment that might help," Dave said, pretending he didn't see the stumble or the blush which 
followed. "| don't spend much time in the saddle myself, so I've needed to use it following the journey on the 


rare occasions I've gone into Sacramento for anything." 
| appreciate it," Stephen said with a smile of his own. 


Dave directed Janick to Ruth's old room and Stephen to his old room. "I'll bring you that liniment in a moment," 
he said. "The bedding's all fresh, including the mattresses - the army sent new ones out by wagon after | 
agreed to host you, and I'd stored the quilts and sheets in my mother's cedar chest and aired them out just 


last week." 


‘lm sure they'll be quite comfortable," Janick said as he stepped into the room that would be his. "If | might 


ask, though, when do you usually eat? | only ask so that | can plan our excursions around your usual schedule." 


"Breakfast is usually about 7:00, lunch around 1:00, and supper between 6:00 and 1:00," Dave said. "But if 
you're here and hungry between meals, there's usually bread and butter and cheese for the taking, and at this 
time of year, plenty of fruit to be picked from the trees. Well, assuming the trees haven't already been 


stripped bare by thieves. I've not been able to tend to most of my orchards as | don't dare leave the house 
and the animals unattended for any length of time." 


"Good to know," Janick said. "Thank you." 


"You're welcome," Dave said. "Feel free to explore the house, what there is of it, and I'll be right back with the 
liniment" He moved into his bedroom, digging through the chest where his father had kept the bandages and 
other medical supplies and finding the bottle of liniment. Thinking for a moment, he found an empty bottle and 
poured half the liniment into that one so that each of his guests could have their own supply. He handed one 
bottle to Janick, who accepted it with a grin 


"Thanks, this should be helpful," Janick said. 


"You're welcome," Dave said again as Janick closed his door. He moved down the hall to offer the other bottle 
to Stephen. "Here you go, | hope this helps. If you think a hot brick or something might also help, let me know, 
all right?" 


‘| will, and thank you, Mister Murray," Stephen said, reaching out to take the bottle. He sternly told himself 
that no, he didn't really feel a flutter when he looked into the other man's big blue eyes, a flutter that defied 
his denial and grew stronger when their fingers brushed together as he accepted the bottle from him. He felt 


his cheeks growing warm and he dropped his gaze, flustered. 


Dave found himself appreciating the other man's velvety brown eyes and chiseled features, even as he told 
himself that he shouldn't. But he felt a bit of a jolt when their fingers brushed together as he handed him the 
bottle of liniment, and he couldn't help but think about how attractive that blush looked. "Please, call me Dave," 
he said. 


"Stephen," Stephen replied, forcing himself to look up although he couldn't quite manage a smile. "l, erm, I'd best 
apply a dose of this before | grow too sore to do so," he added. 


"All right," Dave said. "| need to get moving if we're to have supper on time anyway." He flashed Stephen a 


warm smile before turning to move down the hall. 


Stephen stood in the doorway of his room, looking after Dave until the other man rounded a corner. Only then 
did he close his door and apply the liniment, mentally berating himself all the while for finding Dave attractive. 
He felt awkward enough due to the living conditions here being so completely different from what he was used 
to, he didn't need the awkwardness he just knew would ensue if he let himself become attracted to his host, 
who would almost certainly not appreciate it. Sighing, he first applied the liniment, then turned his attention to 
hanging his clothing in the room's wardrobe and finding places for his other belongings. 


Heading out to the yard, Dave grabbed his hatchet from the tool shed along with a handful of oats. "Chick- 


chick-chick," he called as he scattered the oats. A moment later, the entire flock surrounded him to peck at 


the grain and he grabbed one of the heftier roosters, carrying it over to the chopping block and quickly 
beheading it, then cutting off the feet. 


He plucked and cleaned the bird, then carved it up before dredging the pieces in flour, dipping them in egg 
wash, and rolling them in breadcrumbs mixed with some salt, pepper, and herbs. Next, he laid the table; with 
five of them, they could eat inside, and he wouldn't have to drag one of the trestle tables from the barn. He 
started some bacon grease heating in in the big skillet and while waiting for that to come up to temperature, 
he shredded a head of cabbage and an onion, tossing them in a dressing of apple cider vinegar and mustard. By 
then, the grease was up to temperature, and he started the chicken frying. 


By the time the first two pieces of fried chicken were out of the skillet and onto the serving platter, all four 
of his evening's guests started making their way to the table, sniffing the air appreciatively. "Is there anything 
we can do to help?" Jim asked. 


"If you could fill the coffee pot with hot water from the pot on the back of the stove, I'd appreciate it," Dave 
said, turning over the chicken still in the skillet. 


Jim did so as Stephen limped his way to the table behind Janick. Tom set the cabbage salad on the table as 
Dave put the last pieces of chicken on the serving platter and brought the platter to the table. He turned back 
for a basket of bread and a dish of butter, then joined the others at the table. 


Dave and Janick carried most of the conversation, although Stephen put in a quiet word now and again, the 
three of them mostly speaking of the assignment which brought Janick, and by association Stephen, to the gold 
fields. Janick, of course, wanted to know as much about the conditions they were likely to find as they toured 
the area. He didn't seem too perturbed by Dave's descriptions of the starving and desperate gold-seekers, but 


Stephen looked more than a little concerned. 


After the meal, Tom and Jim volunteered to wash the dishes, and Janick retired to his room to go over some 
of his maps to plan out his first excursion on the following day. Slightly at a loss, Stephen wandered around the 
yard, noting that the chickens were sticking much closer to the building that he assumed was the coop as the 


sun sank lower. 


He saw Dave leading the two cows into the barn and on impulse, followed him inside. He leaned comfortably 
against a stall and watched in fascination as Dave first washed the cow's udder, then settled onto a low three- 
legged stool with a pail in front of himself and under the cow. Stephen's mouth went dry when Dave reached 
out and took hold of two of the cow's teats, rhythmically tugging and squeezing them, sending streams of milk 
into the waiting pail. He silently fled the barn and hurried to his room. 


Closing the door behind himself, Stephen hastily undid his breeches to free his throbbing member from the 
confining fabric. He undressed the rest of the way and settled down on the bed and applied another dose of 
liniment. Unfortunately, the feel of his own hands working the liniment into his flesh just added to his arousal, 
and when combined with the fact that he'd not had privacy, much less companionship, since before he left 


England, he knew that distracting himself wasn't likely to do any good. 


Giving in to his desire, Stephen lay back on the bed and stroked himself, trying to imagine the fancy boy he'd 
last been with in London. But to his dismay, the image kept replacing itself with visions of Dave's big blue eyes, 
silky-looking blond hair, and merry smile. "Why," he whispered softly as his hand moved faster on his member. 
"Why did you have to be so beautiful as well as so genuinely nice?" 


He pictured Dave's strong, slim fingers wrapping around his member the way they'd wrapped around the cow's 
teat and his breath caught. Moisture seeped from the tip of his shaft, and he used his thumb to help spread 

it over himself. His hand moved faster still with the addition of the slick liquid, and he moaned softly as he felt 
the first tingles heralding his impending climax. "Yes," he hissed, shuddering as his member throbbed and his 


completion spilled over his fingers. 


Grabbing a handkerchief, Stephen cleaned himself up, then fell back into bed with a tired sigh. As little as he 
looked forward to riding again tomorrow, even for a relatively short time, he looked forward even less to 
needing to face his host at breakfast. It wasn't the first time he'd pleasured himself to the thoughts of 
someone he found attractive, but that had always been one of the fancy boys at the molly house before. This 
was the first time he'd done so to the thoughts of someone he'd need to interact with on a regular basis. 
With a sigh, he rolled to his side and closed his eyes. If nothing else, the release relaxed him enough that he 
quickly fell asleep despite both his aching legs and his troubled mind. 


Lighining Strikes Twice 


Dave woke early after a restless night, one filled with dreams of dark-haired men, two in particular - Paul 
from the wagon train to California, and his new boarder Stephen. As he dressed, he sternly told himself to 
stop thinking about Stephen in that way. They needed to live in the house together for however long, and he 
didn't want to lose the income he was making by boarding Stephen and Janick, especially not now when he once 
again couldn't guarantee harvesting his fruit this year due to needing to guard the house and animals. The last 


thing he needed to do was to make Stephen uncomfortable enough that he'd want to leave and as like as not, 


take Janick with him. 


Sighing, Dave headed out to the well, hauling up enough water to replenish the household drinking supply, and 
then one more bucket to top up the chicken's water pan. After that, he gathered the eggs and grabbed a slab 
of bacon from the smokehouse before heading back inside to start breakfast. 


He mixed up a batch of sourdough biscuits, then scrambled a dozen eggs as the biscuits baked and the bacon 
fried. The soldiers, Jim and Tom, came in from the barn and sniffed the air appreciatively as he started the 


coffee brewing and pulled the biscuits from the oven. 

"Morning," Dave said to them. "Hope you slept all right” 

"Your loft is comfortable," Tom told him. "Anything we can do to help?" 

"If you'd care to set the table, I'd appreciate it," Dave said, deftly turning the current batch of bacon 

"Sure thing," Tom replied, taking the stack of tin plates from the shelf as Jim grabbed cutlery from the 
shallow baskets Dave kept them in. The two had just finished their task when Janick and Stephen, both moving 
stiffly and smelling of liniment, made their way into the main room. 

"Morning," Dave said again, smiling at his boarders. "Breakfast is almost ready." As he spoke, he forked the last 
of the bacon onto the serving platter and poured the scrambled eggs into the pan to cook in the hot bacon 
grease. 


"It smells wonderful," Janick said with a return smile. 


"Thank you again for the liniment," Stephen said, flashing a quick smile in Dave's direction, but not looking him in 
the face either. "I'm not sure if I'd be moving this well without it." 


Given how stiffly Stephen walked, or rather, limped, Dave could only imagine that he'd be unable to walk at all 
without the painkilling properties of the liniment. "I'm glad | had some on hand, then. Would either of you prefer 
tea instead of coffee? I've learnt that most Americans prefer coffee, but | do have some tea available as well, 


as you both sound as though you're English.’ 


‘Ive come to prefer coffee since coming to the United States, but thank you," Janick said. 


Stephen's eyes widened, though. "You have tea?" he asked eagerly. "I don't mind drinking coffee if that's what's 


there, but if I've a choice, of course I'd prefer tea 


Dave smiled and dished up the eggs, then pulled down a canister of tea and a Blue Willow pattern teapot. 
Warming the teapot by rinsing it with a bit of hot water from the saucepot on the back of the stove, he 
spooned tea into the strainer and then poured hot water over it to steep. He pulled down two Blue Willow cup- 
and-saucer sets as well. "I don't drink tea very often, simply because coffee keeps longer and re-heats better, 
not to mention, | can use any that's left for red-eye gravy," he said. "But if I'm not the only one drinking it, | 
prefer tea myself." 


"Believe me, | appreciate it," Stephen said as he sat down, trying to avoid looking directly at Dave. Fortunately, 
once everyone got seated, the platters of bacon and biscuits, the dish of butter, and a small jar of honey 
started circulating around the table, so he could concentrate on serving himself and passing them along. Looking 


at Janick, he asked, "What plans have we got for today?" 


"Well, we'll both be better for doing some riding today, so I'd like to take a look at the land just to the east of 
here," Janick said "That's the closest confirmed area that's produced gold, and itll be the shortest ride for us, 


shouldn't be more than two hours one way." 
"Better than yesterday, | suppose," Stephen said with a sigh. 


"Well, there's plenty of liniment, if you need it again tonight," Dave said, pouring the tea and handing one cup to 
Stephen. 


"Thank you," Stephen said, taking the cup and blushing when his fingers once again brushed against Dave's. He 
took a hasty sip of the tea, hoping that the steam from the hot liquid would give an excuse for the redness 
he could feel in his cheeks. 


"You're welcome,” Dave said, feeling that same jolt as he felt the previous night when his fingers brushed 
against Stephen's. He concentrated his attention on buttering his biscuit just so, to give his cheeks a moment 
to cool off again. "I'll plan on stew for tonight, as that's something that keeps well if you two end up returning 


late for whatever reason" 


"Sounds good to me," Janick said. "I'm hoping to make today's trip a relatively short one, as my own previous 
job had me spending far more time writing reports than sitting in the saddle. And even when | had more active 
jobs, they've all been back east, where there isn't nearly as much empty land to need to ride across in order 
to reach the diggings. | know one gets used to spending time in the saddle by spending time in the saddle, but | 


see no point in overdoing either." 


Tom and Jim chuckled. "I remember one recruit back when | joined up," Jim said. "Claimed he'd worked as a 


cattle drover in Texas before returning to the United States and joining up, so they put him right in the 


cavalry. Turned out the damn fool had never ridden more than a couple of miles in his entire life. He ended up 


in far worse shape than either of you two after his first full day of riding" 


"Speaking of riding," Tom said, "We should get moving once we've done the washing up to repay Mister Murray 
for the breakfast, Jim." 


"Oh, you don't have to.." Dave started to say. 


"No, we don't, but we will," Tom said. "We'd have been fine with the cold biscuits we carried with us and water 
this morning, and we certainly didn't expect full hot meals both this morning and last night, not to mention, the 
comfort of sleeping in your loft rather than in a bedroll on the ground. The least we can do is help out a bit 


with cleaning up." 


"All right, then, | do appreciate the help," Dave acquiesced. "But if you would, please leave the tea things for 
me to do, all right? They belonged to my late mother, and whilst it's not that | don't trust you, if an accident 


was to happen to them, I'd rather be angry at myself than at someone else, you know?" 


"Sure, no problem," Tom agreed. He and Jim collected the plates, cutlery, and serving platters, taking them 
through the kitchen and out the open back door to the worktable and dish tub that Dave had set up there. 
They made short work of washing everything except the tea set and the coffee pot which was still half-full 


Janick and Stephen headed to their respective rooms to gather whatever they needed for their inspection trip 
as Dave quickly washed the tea set, then made up a lunch packet for the pair with biscuits, venison jerky, and 
peaches from the few trees that he and his father had planted near the house for the family's use, keeping 
them separate from the main orchards that had produced their cash crops until the gold-seekers swarmed 
the region. He handed the lunch bag to Stephen as the two came back into the front room. 


"What's this?" Stephen asked. 


"| figured you two would want something for lunch, so | threw a few things together for you," Dave said, 


shrugging a little sheepishly. "I didn't think you'd mind." 


"Not at all, thank you," Janick said with a smile. "Come on, we'd best saddle up, it looks like our escort's already 
heading back to Sacramento." He led the way out to the paddock where their horses waited, already saddled 


courtesy of Jim and Tom. 


Dave followed them outside, as he needed to milk the cows and then picket them out for the day. To his 
surprise, Stephen fell into step beside him instead of going straight to the paddock. "Is everything all right?" 
Dave asked. 


"l. yes, | just." Stephen blushed, but forced himself to meet Dave's curious gaze. "You didn't want the others 
handling your mother's tea set, yet you used it to serve me tea. | guess | just wanted to say thank you, that 


I'm honoured you'd let me use something that's so obviously special to you." He ducked his head shyly despite 
his best efforts not to. 


‘Oh... you're welcome," Dave said, feeling his own cheeks growing warm as he fought down a sudden urge to 
reach out and tip Stephen's face up so he could gaze into the man's velvety brown eyes. "It just.. felt right to 
use the set," he added a little awkwardly. 


"Stephen, if we don't get going, we'll not get back in time for supper,” Janick called from the paddock. 


"l'Il be right there," Stephen called back, then turned back towards Dave for a brief moment. "I, erm, hope your 
day goes well," he said. "See you later." 


"See you later," Dave said He watched Stephen limp hurriedly towards the paddock and wince as he mounted 
his horse. An impatient lowing from the barn caused him to hurry and grab the milk pail before the cows 
grew too irritable at being kept waiting. He settled down to the milking and then got the cows out on their 
picket lines. Bringing the new milk down to the cellar, he poured it into clean milk pans for the cream to rise, 
then skimmed the cream from last night's milking. He added the cream to the previous day's batches, pouring 
it into the churn and starting a new batch of butter. 


The repetitive physical motion of churning, however, let his thoughts drift towards his houseguests once more. 
Janick Gers seemed amiable enough, full of questions about the area, particularly asking about where the 
larger gold finds had been reported - which made perfect sense, given his assignment from the government. 


But it was Stephen Harris who'd had his notice from the moment they'd rode in 


Stephen Harris, with his tumble of dark curls with auburn highlights that showed in the sun. Stephen Harris 
with his expressive deep brown eyes. Stephen Harris with his unexpectedly shy demeanor, so at odds with his 
aristocratic features and his crisp London accent. Stephen Harris, with his slender yet muscular build as 
evidenced by the way his shirt fit just a trifle tightly across his shoulders. Stephen Harris with his red cheeks 


and sweet smile that made Dave want to wrap his arms around him... 


Lost in his thoughts of Stephen, Dave almost didn't notice when the butter formed, but as soon as he did, he 
scooped it out of the churn and pressed the last of the buttermilk out of it before packing it into a crock. 
Then he poured the buttermilk into a pitcher; he'd use it in the morning to make pancakes for breakfast. 


Heading out to the garden, he pulled the few weeds sprouting there, then pulled several carrots and parsnips, 
dug a few potatoes, and picked a few handfuls of peas. Dave returned to the kitchen with his garden bounty as 
well as several pieces of venison from the smokehouse, chopping up the meat, carrots, and potatoes and 
putting them all in his big kettle with a little water and some herbs. He shelled the peas and tossed them in as 
well, then put the lid on the kettle and left it to cook slowly. He grabbed a couple of biscuits and some cheese 
for lunch, washed his plate and knife, then gave the cooking stew a stir. 


After that, he mucked out the barn and the chicken coop. A slight mishap with the wheelbarrow on the way 
to the compost heap made him decide to both take a swim and do some laundry. He figured he'd have enough 


time to finish up and hang out the wash to dry before Janick and Stephen returned from their inspection trip, 
judging by the position of the sun 


He tossed his soiled clothing in the laundry basket and carried it down to the riverbank while only in his 
drawers, then hurried back to the house to collect his soap, his washboard, a drying cloth, and his remaining 
clean outfit before returning to the river. Scrubbing everything but the drawers he wore, Dave pinned his 
freshly cleaned clothes to the clothesline he had set up nearby. Then he stripped off his drawers and washed 
them as well, laying them over a low-growing shrub on the riverbank as he stood naked in the waist-deep 


water. 


Diving into the deeper center of the river, Dave shivered in the cold water, swimming back to the bank to soap 
himself up and wash his hair. He rinsed off well, then spread his drying cloth on the riverbank and lay down on 
it, wanting to dry off and warm up in the sun before getting dressed again. Due to the sound of the river, he 
didn't hear the horses passing by on the way to the paddock 


"l'Il get the horses unsaddled, Janick, you go ahead and get started on your report of the area," Stephen said 
as they dismounted. "If | sit down before | work the cramps out of my legs, | won't be able to get up again 


Janick chuckled. "All right, if you're sure." He picked up Stephen's pack as well as his own and headed for the 
house as Stephen loosened the girth of his mounts saddle. 


After getting both horses untacked and supplied with some hay and some water, Stephen decided to stroll 
down to the river. Dave had mentioned doing some panning and that he'd found a few nuggets and some gold 
dust there, and he thought perhaps if it didn't look too dangerous, he might ask permission to try his own luck. 


Stopping short as he came abreast of a clothesline laden with laundry flapping in the breeze, he couldn't help 
but stare for a long moment at the sight before him. A naked Dave stood up from the riverbank, having 
obviously been swimming. Nicely broad shoulders tapered down to lean hips with a sprinkling of blond hair over 
his chest and a cluster of golden curls at the juncture of his legs. Stephen's breath caught as Dave picked up 
a drying cloth and rubbed it over his groin before turning to toss the cloth over a shrub. He bent down, giving 


Stephen a glorious view of his muscular legs and gently curved backside. 


Stephen blinked as Dave tugged a pair of drawers into place, then bent down to retrieve something else from 
beside him. Realising that he'd been staring, Stephen turned and hurried to his room, feeling guilty and 
ashamed. It had been hard enough this morning, facing Dave after imagining him rather than a fancy boy from 


the molly house last night, but this was a thousand times worse. 


How the hell was he supposed to sit at the table with Dave over supper, when he could barely look at the man 
without wanting to touch him? 


Man On The Edge 


Dave made his way back to the house after checking on the drying laundry. He'd probably end up leaving them 
until after both supper and milking, since he'd done the wash relatively late in the day. Even then, the heaviest 
of his clothing would probably have to be draped on chair backs overnight to dry properly. Seeing the horses 
in the paddock, he bit his lip and fervently hoped that they hadn't seen him by the river and become 
uncomfortable due to his habit of swimming naked. He wished he'd heard them approaching, so that he'd have 
gotten to deep enough water to hide his nudity. 


Heading for the kitchen, he stirred the stew and then put water on to make coffee or tea as his boarders 
preferred. He laid the table and popped the leftover biscuits from breakfast into the oven to warm up for a 
few minutes, then piled them into a basket and set them on the table. Then he dished up the stew. "Suppers 
ready," he called down the hallway. 


Janick's door popped open at once. "Smells delicious," he said with a smile as he hurried to take a seat at the 


table. 


Stephen froze for a moment when he heard Dave's call. For a moment he considered skipping the meal under 
the pretense that he'd fallen asleep, but then his stomach growled. Sighing, he slipped out of his room and 
joined the others at the table. "It does smell wonderful," he said. 


"Well, | hope you'll think it tastes as good as it smells," Dave said with a warm smile. 


I'm sure it will," Janick said easily, to Stephen's relief since that meant he didn't have to respond as well. 
“Supper last night and breakfast this morning were both excellent. | must admit, | didn't expect to be eating 
quite this well when they told us we'd be boarding with a bachelor." 


Stephen kept his eyes on his plate, knowing that he'd blush if he looked in Dave's direction, but listened to the 


conversation with interest. 


"Right, well, my sister insisted on teaching me before she got married," Dave explained. "She said she didn't 
want me or Da getting sick from not eating properly, and that she figured since it's a lot harder to teach an 


old dog new tricks, she'd teach me rather than Da" 


Stephen chuckled appreciatively at that, as did Janick. "I'm glad she did," Stephen ventured, just flicking his eyes 
in Dave's direction before turning them back to his plate. "I never even considered things like cooking before. 
We didn't bother cooking when we crossed Panama, it was so hot there that it just seemed easier to eat the 
dried food we'd purchased than to light fires. And of course, we had s.. erm, | never needed to cook when | stil 


lived in London" He blushed then, despite his best efforts not to. 


"Well, | never learned to cook either," Janick said. "There never seemed to be a need when | lived back home in 


England, and then when | came to the United States, | attended Harvard University and took my meals in the 


residence hall with the rest of the class, and then the positions I've held since then have all come with room 


and board included. Even this one, so l'm also glad you know how to cook, Dave." 


"Well, if either of you feel the urge to learn to cook, or to learn any other skills | have that you don't, l'm 
always willing to provide instruction," Dave said. "But | certainly understand if you don't. | can't imagine that 


cooking, milking cows, or pruning fruit trees would be of much interest to university-educated gentlemen 


"Oh, | don't know," Janick said. "I'll admit I'm not especially interested in pruning fruit trees, but | wouldn't mind 
learning to make biscuits like these. I've never tasted anything quite like them, not even in Alabama - and I've 
been told that the southern states pretty much invented biscuits of this type." He laughed and added, "Before | 
came to the United States, | never knew that such things existed. I'd have called them scones by the looks of 
them, but they're much lighter in texture. But the ones we've had since arriving in California have a rather 


unique flavour to them." 


“That's because out here, we make sourdough biscuits and bread," Dave explained. "Mind, | don't know the 
original source of sourdough - how it came into use, | mean - but its what lets us make bread when there's 
no bakers’ yeast to be had. You just need flour, water, and some patience to make your own batch of starter, 
then you just feed it every time you use it, so you never run out. The flour and water mix ferments over 


time, which leavens the bread made from it, you see." 


"Interesting," Janick said. "Well, it likely won't be for some time yet, but | would like to learn eventually. For now, 


though, I'd best get back to my reports." He stood up and picked up his dishes. "Where should | put these?" 


"Just leave them on the table, it's easy enough for me to collect them all at once," Dave said. "But thank you 
for offering.” 


"You're welcome,” Janick said, then headed for his room, closing the door behind himself. 
"What about you, Stephen, going to sign up for cooking lessons as well?" Dave asked with a smile. 


Startled, Stephen looked up, his eyes wide. "Oh! | don't know... maybe?" he said, blushing again. "I expect I'd just 
get in the way and make a mess of things.” He shifted awkwardly as his body started to respond to that smile. 


Dave had to fight the urge to reach over and squeeze Stephen's hand or shoulder in reassurance. "You can't 
be any worse than | was, when Ruth started teaching me," he said firmly. "I was rather ham-handed at first, 


to say the least." 


"Oh?" Stephen asked, sensing a story. He knew he'd be smart to make an excuse and hide in his own room, but 


he couldn't resist the opportunity to bask in Dave's attention for a little while. 


"Ruth being short, she had the habit of putting the entire flour sack into the storage barrel, as she found it 
easier to lift the sack to scoop out what she needed rather than to lean headfirst into the barrel if the 
stores were low. Well, she'd put a new sack into the barrel, and put the old, half-empty sack on top of it. The 


next day, she asked me to get the old sack of flour so she could feed the starter and make bread - but the 
old, half-empty sack had slipped sideways, and when | grabbed it, | caught the bottom rather than the open 
end, and the flour went everywhere in the pantry. Including all over me! | looked like a ghost, I'm sure," Dave 


said, laughing, his cheeks red. 
Stephen laughed as well. "| can imagine!" he said. 


"Did you ever do anything like that, even when you were young?" Dave asked, thinking how beautiful Stephen 
looked when he laughed. Not that the man ever looked bad, but when he laughed, he relaxed and seemed so 


much more open and approachable. 


"| never made that sort of mess with food," Stephen said, his eyes growing distant as he reminisced. "But when 
| was perhaps seven years old, | decided to crawl up one of the bedroom chimneys to see what | could find. I'd 
seen the sweeps’ boys doing that, and decided that if they could do it, so could |. | fell, of course, and brought 
quite a cloud of soot into the room with me. Ruined the clothes | was wearing as well as the bed linens and the 


carpet. Of course, that resulted in the worst whipping | can recall." 


"I'm sorry to hear that," Dave said. "Mum would sometimes give us a whack with a wooden spoon if we sassed 
her, but only one, kind of getting our attention and letting us know that we'd messed up. Da always punished us 


with extra chores rather than whipping us." 


"Yes, well, | think Father was more incensed that I'd emulated a sweep's boy, than that I'd made such a mess," 
Stephen said, a faint note of bitterness creeping into his voice. "He's always been quite.. proper... and expects 


everyone else to be so as well. Especially his children." 


Dave nodded slowly. "Well, l'm sorry he was so harsh with you," he said quietly. "Da used to say that whipping 
a child only taught fear, but never respect." 


"I think your father was a wise man," Stephen said. 


"Da always said it was just common sense," Dave said. "But he was a practical man Well, he had to be, getting 
the family out of London and then crossing nearly the entire North American continent to try to give his 
children something better than he could hope to back in England." 


"But he still expected you to follow in his footsteps with this farm, right?" Stephen asked. 


"Yes and no," Dave said. "I mean, | was going to inherit the farm either way, being his only son, but if | wanted 
to do something other than cultivate the fruit orchards, he'd have seen to it that | got some sort of start in 
whatever business | wanted to go into, and he'd have expected me to sell the farm at a profit. About the only 
part of farming that | truly dislike is caring for the cows," he added with a laugh. "I do like having the milk and 
butter, but some spoils anyway since | don't know how to make cheese. I'm thinking about trading them for 
pigs, as both pigs and the chickens are a lot more forgiving of the chores not being done at the exact same 
time every day." 


"Did you ever want to do something else?" Stephen asked. 


"I can't say I've never thought of doing something else, but.. | have the farm, | hold the mineral rights to the 
property if there's gold to be found on it, and it's what | know best at this point," Dave said. "I do know a bit 
about horses as well, since Da was an ostler for one of London's better inns and | worked under him there 

from when | was ten, but | like owning my own land and working for myself, being independent. And here | go, 


rambling on. | shouldn't bore you with my entire life story, such as it is." 


“Actually, | like hearing about you," Stephen said shyly and a little wistfully. "Your family sounds so.. so nice. 
Happy, even. | mean, it sounds like you didn't have much money and all, but that didn't stop your father from 
being kind to you." 


Dave reached out, putting his hand over Stephen's on the table. "I'm sorry that your father was less than kind 
to you," he said softly. "| wish | could go back in time and make things better for you, but | suspect that if | 


could, we'd not be sitting here like this now." 


Stephen stiffened in more ways than one at feeling the warmth of Dave's hand enfolding his. "I... | don't know.. | 
was arrested right after.. after they pressed a betrothal on me.. her family withdrew after the arrest.. 
Father said | was a disgrace to the family.. | couldn't stay.. l.. he.." He shook his head and looked down, unable 
to find the words to explain why he'd been arrested and why his father had cut him out of the family. He 
tried to pull his hand away, only for Dave to tighten his grip. 


"Stephen.. whatever happened, it doesn't matter a whit to me!" Dave said earnestly. "You're a good man, | know 
this! No matter what your father may have thought. It sounds to me as though you made a bad choice after 
being forced into something you wanted nothing to do with, am | right? You didn't want to be engaged to that 
girl, whatever your reasons for that were. But they forced you to it, and so you did something stupid like get 
drunk and make some sort of fool of yourself in public and so got arrested, out of sheer unhappiness with 


your situation” 

Startled by Dave's perspicacity, Stephen looked up into those big blue eyes, which were looming much more 
closely than he'd expected. And the expression in those eyes only added fuel to the fiery desire burning within 
him. "S.. something like that, yes," he got out despite a suddenly dry mouth. 


"Hey, it's all right," Dave said softly. He reached out with his free hand and gently brushed back a stray curl 
which had stuck itself to Stephen's mouth. 


"Dave, |.." Without stopping to think, Stephen leaned in and kissed Dave full on the lips. 
'Mmm.." Dave melted into that kiss as his body reacted with most pointed approval. 


But after a moment, Stephen pulled away, looking horrified and.. frightened? "What have | done?" he breathed. "| 
am so, so sorry! | shouldn't have.." Shaking his head, Stephen lurched to his feet and fled the house. 


Dave hurried after him. "Stephen! Stephen, wait." he called. But the lone figure running up the path towards 
the road to Sacramento refused to stop. Uncertain of what to do, Dave hesitated. Stephen had run off with no 
supplies or anything, but maybe he just felt the need to be alone to sort out whatever made him react the 
way he had? And he'd stayed on the path, so he hopefully wouldn't get lost. Biting his lip, Dave decided it might 
be best to give Stephen a bit of time before going after him. Besides which, he'd have barely enough time to 


wash up after the meal before milking time. 


Pausing to discreetly adjust his clothing over his arousal, Dave turned back to the house and quickly cleared 
the table and did the dishes. He hurried through the milking, then grabbed the laundry basket and started 
taking in the washing he'd done earlier that day. 


As he headed to the house with the clean laundry, though, Dave heard a sound behind him. Dropping the 
laundry basket and putting a hand on the butt of the pistol he always carried, Dave relaxed his posture when 
he recognised Stephen's cascade of curls in the light of the setting sun 


Stephen approached the house hesitantly, the moreso when he saw Dave carrying the laundry basket up from 
the river. That just made him remember what he'd seen earlier in the day and added to the burden of guilt 
weighing him down. But he knew that no matter his mortification over the events of the day, he couldn't 
simply leave the farm without food or weapons. Dave might well ask him to leave, but he hoped the man would 
allow him to remain until morning, or at least would give him an hour to pack the necessities. He took a deep 


breath. "Dave?" he called in a small voice. 


‘I'm glad you're back and all right," Dave said with a warm smile. "If you weren't back by dusk, I'd have gone 
looking for you." 


Revelations 


"You.. you would?" Stephen sounded both nervous and resigned. "Well. I'm here.” 


"And I'm truly glad to see you back safely," Dave said in return. "You don't know the area, you ran off in a 
rush.. | worried you might get hurt or run into trouble." He hesitated and then carefully said, "I realise we 
probably ought to talk about.. about what happened. But I'm not upset, if thats what you're worried about. 
Quite the contrary, in fact. l'd thought.. well, that's probably better told whenever we have that talk. But it's 
no rush, right? | mean, you'll be here for at least a month and probably longer on this assignment, right? So 


that talk can wait until you're ready for it" 


Stephen blinked, looking almost bewildered, obviously not expecting Dave's words. "Erm... thank you," he said 
softly. "I thought.. when you said you'd go looking for me, | thought... well, | thought you wanted to find me so 
you could pummel me, break bones or worse." With that said, he slipped into the house. By the time Dave 
picked up the laundry basket and made his way inside, Stephen had vanished into his room. 


Dave paused for a moment as he passed Stephen's door on the way to his own room, tempted to look in on 
the other man and make sure he was all right. But he thought that maybe it would be better to leave him his 
privacy and let him regain his composure on his own. All the same, he softly called out, "I'm here whenever 
you decide you want to talk. Feel free to come talk when I'm out tending to the chores, or to knock on my door 


at any time, day or night, if you don't see me out working." 


Hearing a quiet, "All right, and thanks," from behind the door, Dave retreated to his own room, putting the 
clean clothes on their pegs and draping his heaviest work pants across the footboard of the bed in hopes that 
they'd finish drying overnight. Then he undressed and slid into bed, unable to think of anything but the kiss 
from Stephen and hoping that he might one day receive another. 


For his part, Stephen couldn't figure out why Dave hadn't thrashed him or worse, especially after he'd forced 
his attentions on the other man. Still, Dave had taken the time to point out that he wasn't upset by Stephen's 
actions, so even without quite understanding why he was being so generous, Stephen felt that the other man 
could be trusted Maybe he'd talk to him tomorrow, after he and Janick returned from whatever section of 


the gold fields Janick planned to survey then. 


FEKE 


Although he'd fallen asleep somewhat later than usual, Dave woke at his usual hour feeling mostly refreshed. 
Once up and dressed, he quietly made his way to the kitchen and stirred up the fire in the stove He put a half 
dozen eggs on to boil, figuring on hard-cooking them to pack in the lunch bag for Janick and Steve, then mixed 
up the batter for buttermilk hotcakes and fried some bacon. He also started coffee brewing and tea steeping. 


Stephen, looking tired, emerged from his room first. He hesitated a little at seeing that Janick wasn't up and 
about yet, but took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and entered the kitchen. "Good morning," he said 


quietly. "Can | help with anything?" 


Dave smiled warmly. "If you'd care to set the table, I'd appreciate it," he said. "The plates are on the shelf 
there by the door, and the cutlery in baskets beside the plates." 


"All right," Stephen said, grabbing enough of the dishes and cutlery for three place settings and taking them 


into the main room, where he set the table. 
"Coffee or tea?" Dave called. "I know Janick will want coffee." 
"Tea, please, if it's not too much trouble?" Stephen requested. 


"No trouble at all," Dave said, pouring one cup of coffee and two of tea before flipping the current batch of 
hotcakes. 


A yawning Janick, still rubbing his eyes, made his way to the table. "Stephen, | hope you don't mind, but | think 
we're going to stay here today," he said. "I know | said yesterday that | wanted to go look at the claim across 
the river, but | looked over the maps last night and | realised we'll either have to swim the horses across or 
else head a good ten miles east before we hit a place with a shallower ford. | don't want to ride that far 


Today, and I'm sure you don't either." 


"You're correct about that," Stephen admitted. "| am still sore enough that I'd prefer avoiding any long rides 
just yet." 


Loading the last of the hotcakes onto the serving platter beside the bacon, Dave brought that out to the table 
along with a jar of blackberry syrup and a dish of butter. "I'll be right back with the drinks," he said as he set 
the food down. He hurried back to the kitchen and grabbed the mug of coffee and the two cups of tea, setting 
them down at the appropriate place settings and then taking a seat. "If you're going to remain here today, 
might | ask you to spend some time outside, keeping an eye on the animals so that | can ride out to check on 
some of the more distant orchards? I'm not expecting to be able to properly harvest a crop this year, but I'd 
at least like to see how bad the damage is, and maybe pick some fruit for us before hungry prospectors strip 
the trees bare." 


"How long do you expect to be gone?" Janick asked. 


"Three, four hours at most," Dave said. "I just haven't gone since Da was killed, because there's too much 
chance of someone ransacking the house and stealing the cows and chickens if someone armed isn't visible near 
them." He sighed and added, "Unfortunately, Da didn't always remember to bring his rifle with him to do the 
milking, and the would-be thieves shot him before | shot them." 


Stephen paled at that, and even Janick looked disturbed. "lm so sorry," Stephen said. "I mean.. we knew you'd 


lost your father, of course, but not how." 


"Unfortunately, thats what life's been like in these parts ever since John Marshall first found gold," Dave said. 
"Everyone who's been here since before then has been struggling as a result. H's bad enough when there's a 
whole family on a farm, as the vast majority of women and well over half the children have learned to shoot, 
and even the younger children can keep watch over the animals and sound some kind of alarm if strangers 
appear, but when a man's alone like | am.." He shrugged. "I figure that as long as | can keep myself alive, the 
rest will sort itself out eventually. Fruit trees can be replanted, if necessary, once things settle down around 


here." 


"Still, | think | hadn't quite realised the extent of the lawlessness around here," Janick said soberly. "No wonder 
they specifically asked for single men, when they reached out to the geology department to ask for possible 
recruits for this job. I'd assumed it was because of the journey, and the need to travel around for the 


inspections and all." 
"lm willing to keep watch," Stephen said, looking a little nervous. "I take it I'm just to be armed and visible?" 


"For the most part, yes," Dave said. "I believe it's become known that this property, or at least the vicinity of 
the house and outbuildings, is well-defended. I've had to fire warning shots at a few trespassers since Da was 
killed, but in the last four months, the most I've had to do was tell prospectors panning in the river to move 


outside the boundaries of my land and they've done so." 


| can do that easily enough," Stephen said. Considering that Dave hadn't given him a beating for his audacity of 
the previous night, he felt that it was the least he could do to show his gratitude. 


'| appreciate it, Stephen, thank you," Dave said. "I'll head out after lunch, that'll give me plenty of time to 


handle the chores this morning." 
"Is there anything else | can help with?" Stephen asked. 


Dave smiled. "Well, as I've said, you're welcome to join in whatever | happen to be doing and I'll be glad to show 
you how to do it, if you care to learn Or if you wanted to, you're welcome to try your luck panning in the 
river, it's safe enough here. | don't have time to spend all day, every day panning, but | have pulled some small 


nuggets and quite a bit of gold dust” 


"That might be fun," Janick said with a grin. "I trust that we're both practical enough to accept whatever we 
do or don't get." 


"One thing you will get, is cold hands and feet," Dave chuckled. "The river is quite chilly, but it's also safe to 
bathe in, if you can stand the cold. | can pull out the soap and the drying cloths, if either of you think you 
might want to try it.” 


"Maybe," Janick said. "Or maybe I'll heat some water on the stove to wash with instead. Either way, washing is 
probably a good thought, but I'll see how cold the river is first, then decide how brave | am." 


"Fair enough," Dave said as he and Stephen both chuckled. 


They finished eating and Stephen volunteered to wash the dishes so that Dave could grab the soap and drying 
cloths as well as the pans he used on the occasions he'd done a bit of prospecting in the river. Once he'd done 
that, Dave pulled a couple of bread pans from a cupboard in which he'd left the dough to rise overnight and 
popped them into the oven before hurrying out to milk the cows and picket them out for the day. Janick 
brought the milk down to the cellar and poured it into the milk pans while Dave took the baked bread from the 


oven. 


Janick decided to try his luck panning in the river while Dave retreated to the barn to clean the stalls after 
putting the horses in the paddock. Stephen took a deep breath and followed him. 


"Erm... | know you're right that we should talk," he said awkwardly. "You might've noticed that l'm, erm, 
awkward at best when it comes to more personal conversations, so | think if | delay this talk, I'll forever make 


excuses To delay it longer." 


"As | said last night, I'm willing to talk anytime," Dave said. He grinned and added, "Well, possibly except at 
milking time, but even then, as long as you're willing to talk whilst | milk” 


Stephen managed a small smile at that. "You did mention, last night, that the cows are rather demanding of 
being milked at the same times each day," he said. "I, erm, suppose | ought to begin by apologising for... for 
pushing my attentions on you like | did. | should also tell you that my father cast me out because of the 

circumstances in which | was arrested. | was caught in a raid on a molly house." He tensed, waiting for the 


scorn and disgust that he assumed would follow such a confession 
Instead, Dave looked puzzled. "Erm, what's a molly house?" he asked, 


"Oh... it's like.. well, like a brothel,” Stephen explained, cheeks flaming. "Only instead of harlots offering their 
services, fancy boys offer their services." He studied the toes of his boots, his face a study in shame and 
guilt. 


"Really?" Dave looked surprised. "That... it does explain a few things. You didn't want the betrothal because you 
don't care for women in the way a man ought to care about his wife, yes? And when your father forced you 


to it, you took yourself to the molly house to find some congenial companionship for the evening.’ 


"Well, yes," Stephen admitted, ducking his head as his cheeks flamed redder than ever. "Still, I'm sorry | forced 
my attentions on you last night." 


"Stephen" Dave leaned the pitchfork against the wall and stepped closer to the other man, reaching out to 
gently tip his face up to look him in the eyes. "What makes you think you forced anything on me? | welcomed 
that kiss." 


"You.. what?" Stephen blinked owlishly, causing Dave to smile warmly. 


"Ie known for years that I'm attracted to men," Dave said softly. "I just.. never knew | wasn't some sort of 
aberration. | mean, | never knew of any other young man besides myself who, erm, reacted to seeing another 
young man naked - that happened whilst on the wagon train here, when we'd stopped at a place where the 
guide said it was safe to bathe. One boy about my age suggested we all compare the size of our todgers, but | 
had to sit in the water to hide my reaction when he displayed himself. Thankfully the water was cold enough 
that it eliminated my difficulty quickly and | was able to stand up and participate in the comparison, although | 
had to be careful not to look directly at anyone, especially Paul." 


"Oh," Stephen said a little breathlessly. "| thought... it's frowned on at best, against the law in most places... and 
of course, most men are attracted to women and wouldn't... wouldn't appreciate knowing that another man 
might find them attractive, let alone appreciate being kissed by another man" 


"| see," Dave said. "So, you're saying that you expected me to be offended?" 


"I not only expected you to be offended, | expected you to beat me for the temerity," Stephen confessed. "My 
father beat me after | was arrested at the molly house and cast me out of the family due to my disgraceful 


behaviour." 


"| don't see why visiting a molly house should be considered any different than visiting a brothel," Dave said. 
"And more to the point, | welcomed that kiss and have no objection whatsoever if you care to repeat it 


sometime." 
"As often as possible," Stephen murmured before leaning towards Dave. 


Dave met him halfway, their lips meeting and melding together in a tender yet passionate kiss full of hope for 
the future. When they broke the kiss, he smiled. "As you've said that congress between men is generally 
frowned upon, if not outright illegal, | assume you'll wish to keep any such interactions strictly between us and 
that we should keep it a secret from Janick?" 


"We should,” Stephen said. "If the world were different... but it's not, and | believe we both would prefer to 
avoid unnecessary trouble. | didn't witness this for myself, mind, but there were whispers around the molly 
house that there had been deaths during raids at other such places - that the police weren't so careful not 
to damage the employees and patrons of lesser financial standing, as they were of patrons who had the means 


to pay large fines in exchange for their release from custody.” 


"Bloody hell," Dave sighed. "Right, well, | definitely understand the need for secrecy, then! Well, we'll manage 


somehow" He started to say something else when they heard a whoop from the direction of the river. 
"Stephen! Dave! Come seel" Janick called, jogging up from the riverbank, holding his pan out in front of him. 


The two hurried out of the barn to meet him halfway. Peering into the pan, they saw he'd found a pair of 
small nuggets as well as a quantity of gold dust. "Congratulations!" Dave said. "Looks like you just doubled your 


pay for this assignment.” 
"Stephen, you should try, too," Janick said. "The water is pretty cold, but it's worth it," he added with a grin. 
‘Oh... why not?" Stephen said. "How about you, Dave?" 


"Sure... after | finish mucking out the barn," Dave said to laughter from the other two. "So be sure to leave 
some for mel” 


